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ABSTRACT 
Dialogue is claimed to be the form of communication that is central to the relational 
and postmodern perspectives on public relations. This thesis traces the rise of 
dialogue as a topic of interest in public relations, and demonstrates how the dominant 
perspective that has emerged is one in which dialogue in public relations is discussed 
as a normative, aspirational construct. However, the implementation of dialogue in 
practice is positioned in the public relations literature as being difficult, or even 
impossible. This disjuncture between theoretical and applied perspectives is 
addressed by answering the question, what is the significance of dialogue to the 
practice of public relations? This required the identification and articulation of a 
practitioner perspective on potentially relevant two-way communication in public 
relations. A consideration of the characteristics of two-way public relations 
communication demonstrated distinct differences from those of dialogue. These 
differences exist because of the constraints within which public relations 
practitioners work and the overriding instrumentalist imperative that still underpins 
that practice. It was concluded therefore that they were undertaking a pragmatic form 
of two-way communication in their work, but not dialogue. Public relations 
practitioners undertake various forms of pragmatic two-way communication as they 
seek to balance the expectations of organisations and stakeholders, as well as their 
own personal and professional expectations. These forms of pragmatic two-way 
communication – ticking the box, closing the loop, consultation, and co-creation – 
demonstrate the practitioners’ development and use of a pragmatic understanding of 
two-way communication in their work. They also demonstrate the impact of 
organisational constraints on the work of public relations practitioners, which 
explain why dialogue is difficult – if not impossible – to undertake in practice. This 
research concludes that a theory based exclusively on normative dialogue in public 
relations would have limited relevance to the practice of public relations. A practice-
based understanding of pragmatic two-way communication in public relations is 
therefore proposed for inclusion in any future development of a dialogic theory of 
public relations.  
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CHAPTER 1 : INTRODUCTION 
Public relations has long been understood to involve the management of 
communication between organisations and their stakeholders – that is, those groups 
and individuals on whom the success or failure of those organisations depends 
(Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 1985; Freeman, 1984). In its early days, public relations 
adopted a modernist, functionalist approach, using this communication to achieve 
organisationally-desirable impacts on stakeholders (Holtzhausen, 2002; Trujillo & 
Toth, 1987). Over time, public relations’ focus changed to the management of the 
relationships between organisations and their stakeholders  through communication 
(see, for example, Crable & Vibbert, 1986; Grunig & Hunt, 1984). This role has 
become increasingly important in recent times as organisations’ operating 
environments become ever more complex, uncertain, and “turbulent” (Freeman, 
2010); and stakeholders become more and more powerful, particularly through the 
use of the Internet and social media (Kim, Park, & Wertz, 2010; McAllister-Spooner 
& Kent, 2009).  
This changing operating environment has resulted in new expectations of the 
form and function of the communication between organisations and their 
stakeholders. In turn, this has meant changing expectations of the role of public 
relations practitioners from the implementers of functionalist imperatives through to 
the managers of relationships and on to the facilitators of efforts to co-create 
meaning between organisations and their stakeholders (Taylor, 2010). 
One particular type of communication – dialogue – has been positioned as the 
form that best enables public relations practitioners to conduct ethical (Pearson, 
1989b) and effective (Kent & Taylor, 2002) interactions between organisations and 
their stakeholders in both the relational and co-creational paradigms. This has 
resulted in the term ‘dialogue’ becoming “ubiquitous in public relations writing and 
scholarship” (Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2011, p. 5);  while Stoker and Tusinski 
(2006) accuse public relations of being “infatuated” with dialogue. As a broad 
indication of this rising popularity, a Boolean search on Google Scholar for articles 
using the terms “public relations” and “dialogue” brought back 71,200 results, of 
which 17,800 have appeared since 2008 (4,530 in 2013 alone).  
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Despite this current and rising popularity, dialogue has largely been 
mentioned in passing in much of this literature: there has been little clear 
acknowledgement of dialogue as a discrete concept in its own right. Rather, it has 
been subsumed into the discourses around topics such as relationship management 
and symmetrical communication. Dialogue has therefore been present largely by 
implication, as in the two-way communication in J. E. Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) 
germinal models; and the bilateral communication at the core of the relational 
perspective on public relations (Ledingham, 2006). Dialogue as an independent 
concept has emerged in the public relations literature only in relatively recent times, 
and is still struggling to forge a clear theoretical identity (Kent & Taylor, 2002). 
Although dialogue clearly has a fascination for scholars, it has also been 
described as a form of communication that cannot be easily carried out in practice: 
indeed, some commentators question whether it is even possible to demonstrate its 
existence in reality. These apparently irreconcilable inconsistencies provided the 
platform upon which discussions of dialogue in public relations have been carried 
out for the past 30 years. However, the increasing significance of dialogue to public 
relations has led to a call to develop a dialogic theory of public relations (Kent & 
Taylor, 2002).  
According to Whetten (1989) a sound theory is developed upon building 
blocks that include connections between its theoretical (abstract) and empirical 
(applied) aspects. Therefore, the apparent disjuncture between the theory and 
practice of dialogue in public relations needed to be considered and understood to 
see whether these aspects could be reconciled in a dialogic theory of public relations. 
This thesis examines this disjuncture and uses the understanding thus gained to 
contribute to the discussion of a dialogic theory of public relations.  
A review of extant literature presented in Chapter 2 shows that dialogue has 
been present as an integral component in a number of theoretical perspectives on 
public relations. From the instrumentalist/functionalist viewpoint through to the rise 
of the influence of the two-way symmetric model (Grunig & Hunt, 1984), dialogue 
has been an often-implicit element in the development of new perspectives on public 
relations. The emergence of the relational perspective resulted in increased interest in 
dialogue as the form of communication best suited to achieving mutually-beneficial 
relationships between organisations and stakeholders (see, for example, Ledingham, 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
15 
 
2003; and 2006). However, it was not until Kent and Taylor’s (2002) paper that 
academia began to discuss the need to develop a cohesive dialogic theory of public 
relations.  
Traditionally, the first step in responding to such a call would be to define the 
key phenomenon of interest. In dialogue studies though, there is no universally-
accepted definition of dialogue (Anderson, Baxter, & Cissna, 2004). The work of 
five notable dialogue philosophers – Bakhtin, Buber, Bohm, Gadamer, and Rogers – 
representing the key perspectives on the topic over the past 50 years or so (Anderson 
et al., 2004) was therefore reviewed to identify factors that might be considered part 
of the explanation of the phenomenon of dialogue.  
The review of the literature by these five leading figures revealed their 
discussions consistently related to three elements: the orientation of participants to 
each other, most clearly revealed in their motivation to engage in communication; 
the orientation of participants to the process by which that communication was 
carried out or implemented; and the orientation of participants to the outcome of that 
communication. Using this framework it became clear that although each of the 
dialogue theorists had differing ideas about the specifics of each element, they 
shared perspectives on the normative characteristics of dialogue. Firstly, they 
believed that the motivations of participants to enter into dialogue with each other 
were based on mutual respect and a desire to know the other participant better. 
Secondly, the participants were connected by the conduct of two-way 
communication that was inclusive, respectful, and not bounded or constrained by any 
external factors. Finally, they perceived that the outcome of such communication 
was shared understanding between the participants resulting in mutual benefits and 
respect.  
Defining the phenomenon of interest at the heart of this inquiry made it 
possible to identify links between the ideas of the dialogue theorists and the 
discussions of dialogue in the public relations literature. It became apparent that 
public relations academics had implicitly adopted the normative perspective on 
dialogue presented by Bakhtin, Buber, Bohm, Gadamer, and Rogers as their 
standard, extolling its virtues in a way that clearly demonstrated the synergies 
between their ideas and those of the dialogue theorists. However, it was these same 
academics who also suggested the difficulty of putting dialogue into practice. The 
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conflation of dialogue in public relations with its normative form led to the 
conclusion that perhaps it was this normative form of dialogue that was 
difficult/impossible to implement in practice (see, for example, Kent & Taylor, 2002; 
Taylor, 2010).  
An appropriate approach to take to gain insights into this possibility would be 
to consider the perspective of those involved in two-way communication within 
public relations communication practices to see whether there was any evidence to 
support or refute this tentative conclusion. The qualifier of two-way communication 
was included to maintain focus on relevant forms of public relations communication, 
as the literature review had shown that dialogue always involved the conduct of two-
way communication. A further review of public relations literature determined that 
there was no extant articulation of a practitioner perspective on how dialogue as 
defined in the literature was operationalised in public relations. Without this, it was 
impossible to appreciate the relevance – or otherwise – of the normative form of 
dialogue to public relations practice, and hence to any dialogic theory of public 
relations.  
It was therefore determined that the lack of a practitioner perspective on the 
implementation of dialogue in public relations was a gap in the literature that had 
significance to the development of a dialogic theory of public relations. In order to 
fill this gap it was necessary to ask, how do the characteristics of dialogue compare 
to those of two-way communication in public relations practice? 
The three elements of dialogue previously identified in the literature – the 
motivations, implementation, and outcomes – were used to provide the scaffolding 
for gathering and analysing relevant data to answer this overarching question and 
therefore address this gap. The raw data to which this scaffolding was applied were 
provided by public relations practitioners’ discussions of their experiences of two-
way communication generally in their work. These experiences were then analysed 
under the headings of the motivations, implementation, and outcomes of the 
communication undertaken. This allowed the articulation of practitioner perspectives 
on the characteristics of each of these elements, and the comparison of these with 
those of dialogue in the literature. The following subsidiary research questions were 
therefore asked: 
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 What are the public relations practitioner perspectives on the 
characteristics of the motivation, implementation, and outcome of 
two-way communication in public relations practice?  
 How do these characteristics relate to those of dialogue? 
 What does this reveal about the alleged difficulties and/or 
impossibility of conducting dialogue in public relations? 
Formulating answers to these questions enabled the articulation of a 
practitioner perspective on the conduct of two-way communication between 
organisations and their stakeholders, which in turn led to an understanding of how 
this related to the ideal of dialogue. This ultimately allowed the question of the 
significance of dialogue to the practice of public relations to be answered. 
Chapter 3 of this thesis discusses the approach taken to collect, analyse, and 
interpret the data required to answer the research questions. It was decided to adopt a 
qualitative, interpretive approach to find the rich, textured data required to articulate 
the practitioner perspectives on the motivation, implementation, and outcome of the 
communication in their work. Participants were sourced from among contemporary 
public relations practitioners using a convenience sampling approach, although care 
was taken to include practitioners from a spread of practice contexts and interviewee 
demographics (age, length of experience etc. – see Appendix 1). Data were gathered 
through semi-structured long interviews using the framework of the three elements 
of dialogue to discuss with participants their experiences of communication in their 
work (Appendix 2). Theoretical saturation was reached after 17 interviews – that is, 
no new themes emerged from the data. These interviews were transcribed and found 
to contain 82 separate examples of communication for analysis (Appendix 4).  
Post-interview analysis was carried out using NVivo software to facilitate the 
process. An iterative series of analyses and interpretations of the data identified the 
perspectives of public relations practitioners on the characteristics of two-way 
communication in their work. The practitioners interviewed indicated that such 
communication did not occur directly between organisations and their stakeholders 
as extant literature implies. Instead, it occurred in two loops between organisations 
and their public relations practitioners, and between the public relations practitioners 
and the organisation’s stakeholders. This initial conclusion allowed the decoupling 
of these differing perspectives, allowing the identification of a discrete role for 
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public relations practitioners; and the articulation of practitioner perspectives on not 
only that role but on those of the organisations and stakeholders involved too.  
The framework of the motivation, implementation, and outcome of dialogue 
derived from the literature was used to structure the analysis of the data relating to 
the communication between organisations and public relations practitioners; and 
between public relations practitioners and organisational stakeholders. The 
conclusions of this analysis are presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 respectively of this 
thesis.  
Chapter 4 looks at public relations practitioners’ perceptions of the 
motivations of the participants in two-way public relations communication to enter 
into that communication with each other. The interviewees believed that 
organisations were motivated to enter into this communication either because they 
had to, to satisfy powerful external stakeholders; or because they wanted to avoid or 
resolve issues. Regardless of the specifics of the motivation, organisations 
participated in two-way communication because they expected it would benefit 
them. The interviewees believed that stakeholders also entered into two-way 
communication because they expected it would do them some good, because it gave 
them a means to influence organisational decisions and hence behaviour. The public 
relations practitioners believed their own motivation to engage in two-way 
communication came from their desire to satisfy their perceptions of their 
professional role. These perceptions came from their education and training. In 
addition, they acknowledged the importance of the need to fulfil their duty as paid 
employees by complying with their employer’s instructions. These three sets of 
motivations are shown to be antithetical to those relevant to the conduct of dialogue. 
The interviewees also noted the existence of tensions in their work that resulted from 
their attempts to meet the expectations the organisations and stakeholders had that 
motivated them to become involved in two-way communication. 
Similar tensions are noted in Chapter 5, where the conclusions of the analysis 
of the data relevant to the implementation of the two-way communication involved 
in public relations are discussed. The interviewees’ descriptions led to the 
identification of two different forms of this communication, distinguished by 
whether or not responses were made by one participant in the two-way 
communication (most often the stakeholders) or by both organisations and 
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stakeholders. The data indicated interviewees perceived that their lack of control 
over which of these processes was undertaken in the two-way communication in 
their work caused them to experience tension. This tension was addressed, though 
not necessarily resolved, through their perception of the power of those involved. 
Other significant attributes of the implementation of this communication are shown 
to be participant expectations that they can control when it starts and ends; what 
topics are covered; and who can be involved. Participants are also shown to have 
negative perceptions of each other, and to be unwilling to self-disclose and put 
themselves at risk. Each of these characteristics is shown to challenge the precepts of 
normative dialogue as proposed in the literature. 
Chapter 6 discusses the third element of dialogue – its outcome – in relation 
to the conduct of two-way communication in public relations. Three types of 
outcome are identified in the data, all relating to changes made to organisational 
behaviour. The first is that there is no change to organisational behaviour. The 
second is that the organisation makes changes to the strategies and tactics it adopts 
on the way to achieving the objectives it has already determined it wishes to achieve. 
The interviewees involved in achieving this type of outcome believe it results in 
mutual benefits for the organisations and stakeholders involved, although the validity 
of this conclusion is challenged on occasion by the overwhelming imperative of 
achieving organisational benefit. The benefits to stakeholders are seen to occur 
within constraints and limits determined by the organisations involved. The third 
type of outcome was the co-creation of organisational goals and objectives by 
organisations and stakeholders. This was found to only have occurred once in the 82 
examples of two-way communication in public relations provided by interviewees. 
The public relations practitioners acknowledged that they did not have 
control over the behaviour of those involved in two-way communication and its 
consequent outcomes. This also led to them experiencing tensions as they sought to 
meet participant expectations of these outcomes, particularly in relation to how they 
matched up with their motivations for participation. 
Chapters 4, 5, and 6 therefore present an analysis of the interview data using 
each of the component elements of dialogue – the motivation of its participants to 
enter into communication with each other, the implementation of that 
communication, and the outcomes that result from it. The characteristics of each of 
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these individual elements are shown to differ significantly from those of normative 
dialogue. They also result in the public relations practitioners involved experiencing 
tensions in the implementation of two-way communication in their work. For 
example, interviewees described how they sometimes felt conflicted when 
complying with their employer’s instructions to initiate two-way communication 
with stakeholders when those instructions were at odds with their own inclinations 
(professional and/or personal) not to do so. 
The conclusion of the analysis carried out in these three chapters is therefore 
that the practitioner perspective on the characteristics of two-way communication in 
their work varies considerably from the precepts of dialogue. This suggests that 
practitioners have a pragmatic understanding of two-way communication in their 
work that makes the conduct of dialogue in public relations highly unlikely. This 
conclusion is explored further in Chapter 7, which presents an analysis of the 
connections between the elements of two-way communication in public relations. 
While motivations remained consistent, the synthesis of the two communication 
forms with the three different outcomes resulted in a four-part typology of two-way 
communication in public relations practice. This typology covers instances where 
two-way communication occurs 
 with no change to the behaviour of the organisation involved (ticking 
the box)  
 with a response but without any change to organisational behaviour 
(closing the loop) 
  with a response and changes to organisational strategies and tactics 
(consultation), and 
 with responses and participation between organisations and 
stakeholders in the determination of organisational goals and 
objectives (co-creation)  
 
Examples of each of these forms of two-way communication in public 
relations practice are identified in the interview data, demonstrating the 
appropriateness of the typology. Further consideration of these examples led to the 
conclusion that public relations practitioners experienced tensions in carrying out 
some of forms of two-way communication in public relations due to perceived 
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inconsistencies or incompatibilities between the characteristics of the elements of 
which they were comprised. These tensions sprang, for example, from the insistence 
of organisations that public relations practitioners undertook two-way 
communication, which set up stakeholder expectations of a response even though the 
organisations had no intention of responding to any information received (ticking the 
box). Other tensions emerged in the data from the conduct of consultation, where 
organisations allowed stakeholder input to affect the implementation of 
predetermined organisational decisions but unilaterally decided which elements were 
negotiable and which were non-negotiable. Where these constraints did not match 
the stakeholders’ expectations, public relations practitioners were faced with tensions 
and strains that are contradictory to the nature of dialogue.  
The data obtained from public relations practitioners in this research were 
used as what Alvesson & Kärreman (2007, p. 1265) describe as “an inspiration for 
critical dialogues between theoretical frameworks and empirical work”. Empirical 
data provided by interviewees were used to populate a theoretical framework of 
dialogic elements derived from the literature. The resultant elements of two-way 
public relations communication were correlated into a four part typology. The 
characteristics of this applied form of public relations communication were 
compared and contrasted with those of dialogue. This provided insights that 
facilitated an informed critique of the relevance of dialogue to the contemporary 
practice of public relations. 
Consideration of the examples of two-way communication in public relations 
provided by the interviewees in this research concluded that dialogue has little or no 
relevance to public relations practice. The instrumentalist imperative to benefit 
organisations still dominates the practice of public relations. The communication 
required to achieve this has characteristics that are inherently antithetical to dialogue. 
However, practitioners have developed a pragmatic approach to two-way 
communication in which they satisfy this instrumentalist imperative while still 
following some of the precepts of normative dialogue, such as the desirability of 
making responses to stakeholder communication. In doing so they reflect the 
relevance to public relations practice of a non-dialogic form of two-way 
communication, the existence of which is briefly acknowledged in the literature (as 
in Bohm, Factor, & Garrett, 1991; and Buber, 1958). This pragmatic form of two-
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way communication provides a perspective on its relevance to public relations that 
better relates to the applied nature of the discipline. Such a consideration of the 
pragmatic interface between dialogue and public relations adds to the development 
of a dialogic theory of public relations called for by Kent and Taylor (2002).
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CHAPTER 2 : LITERATURE REVIEW 
The literature review that follows demonstrates the often-hidden place of 
dialogue in the public relations literature, and traces its emergence as a normative 
concept in that literature. This idealised conceptualisation is shown to closely reflect 
the normative perspectives on dialogue espoused by dialogic theorists and 
philosophers.  
The discussion of dialogue in the context of public relations has an over-
riding focus on how it could or should be carried out in practice (as in Kent & 
Taylor, 2002, for example). Alongside this prescriptive approach is a persistent 
perception that dialogue is, in fact, difficult if not impossible to actually carry out in 
public relations (also acknowledged in Kent & Taylor, 2002). Concerns over 
whether or not dialogue can be conducted in public relations are shown to be widely 
present in the literature: these are presented in the sections that follow. This putative 
difficulty in implementing dialogue in public relations presents real challenges to the 
role claimed for it. However, the reasons why these reservations over the conduct of 
dialogue exist are not clear.  
What is therefore shown to be missing from the current literature is a clear 
articulation of a practitioner perspective on the conduct of dialogue in public 
relations. Such a perspective would provide insights into whether dialogue has any 
place in the practice of public relations. If not, this would identify why the conduct 
of dialogue is difficult. If dialogue is shown to occur in practice, it will be possible to 
determine how the practitioner perspective on dialogue relates to the normative 
ideals presented in the literature. Whatever the outcome, these ideas would clarify 
the significance of dialogue to public relations, and thus add to the development of a 
dialogic theory of public relations. 
 
2.1 Defining dialogue 
Before any review of literature relevant to the concept of dialogue in public 
relations could be conducted, the phenomenon of interest at the heart of the research 
had to be clearly defined. Kent and Taylor (2002) noted the existence of a range of 
terminology used in discussions on the topic, commenting that “Public relations 
scholars have referred to dialogue as “dialectic,” “discourse,” and a “process” with 
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little consistency in its usage” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 21). Each of these terms has 
slightly different meanings and nuances, yet all have been presented under the 
umbrella of discussions about dialogue. Such vagaries of terminology may be 
attributed to the lack of a clear understanding of the core phenomenon of interest in 
the public relations literature. In addition, without an explication of the concept of 
dialogue within the context of public relations, the relevance and relationship to each 
other of the terms currently being used remains obscure.  
As dialogue is not discussed consistently in the public relations literature, the 
work of dialogue philosophers was reviewed for guidance. 
 
2.2 Understanding dialogue  
Part of the difficulty in theorising dialogue in public relations may be due to 
complexity in defining – that is, articulating an understanding of – the phenomenon 
of interest. It may be thought that dialogue is a term that is clearly and universally 
understood, with a clear set of constituent elements – what Chaffee (1991, p. 7) 
describes as a “primitive term”. But as Bokeno (2007, p. 9) acknowledges, dialogue 
“still escapes a succinct definition”. Indeed, dialogue has been seen at various times 
in various disciplines and by various analysts as a tool (Lord, 2007; Morrell, 2004); 
as a process (Blank & Franklin, 2008; Grönroos, 2004); and as an outcome 
(Herzberg & Wright, 2006). By the mid-20
th
 century, the concept of dialogue 
featured across a range of disciplines, with a wide variety of meanings given to the 
word (Penman, 2000; Stewart, Zediker, & Black, 2004), many of which changed 
according to the field in which they were used (Mifsud & Johnson, 2000). 
Johannesen (1971, p. 373) drew a similar conclusion over 40 years ago, stating  “As 
with the terms rhetoric, propaganda, and communication, the word “dialogue” 
apparently means many things to many people”. 
Dialogue is clearly, therefore, a complex concept. It has been studied for 
millennia (Anderson, 2003), back to the time of Ancient Greek rhetoricians such as 
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle (see, for example, Barth & Krabbe, 1982; Zappen, 
2004). A renewed interest in dialogue emerged in the latter half of the 20
th
 century in 
the work of theorists from a range of disciplinary backgrounds, particularly Bakhtin 
(1981), Bohm (2006), Buber (1958), Gadamer (1980a), and Rogers (1961). Other 
philosophers have considered the phenomenon of dialogue, but these five have been 
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chosen as representing the key perspectives on the topic over the past 50 years or so 
(Anderson et al., 2004). The work of these prominent theoreticians was reviewed to 
see if a consensus on the meaning of dialogue could be determined, which might 
then be useful as the basis of articulating an understanding of dialogue in public 
relations.  
The conclusion of this review was that the work of these theorists can be seen 
as presenting dialogue as a construct of three elements: the motivation of participants 
to enter into communication with each other; the implementation of that 
communication; and its outcomes. Across the work of the theorists – regardless of 
their individual perspectives on dialogue – each of these three elements displayed 
consistent characteristics. These are identified in the review that follows and 
summarised in Table 2-1 below. 
 
Table 2-1: The characteristics of dialogue (Source: Derived from the literature) 
 
 
 
All participants 
 
Motivation 
 
Participants demonstrate an appreciation 
of their interdependence. 
They respect the rights of others to 
express their opinions and thoughts. 
They seek an understanding of those 
opinions. 
 
Implementation 
 
Inclusive and responsive, listen to those 
who have no power over you, talk about 
anything that other participants deem 
important or interesting.  
Allow others to express their ideas and 
have them incorporated into decision-
making.  
Be truthful and open about your position.  
Accept points of view that challenge your 
own.  
 
Outcomes 
 
Mutual understanding, respect, concern, 
shared power. 
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The characteristics of this normative dialogue as derived from the work of the 
five dialogue philosophers studied presented in Table 2-1 provided a series of lenses 
through which the public relations literature could be studied for evidence of the 
existence of discussions on the phenomenon of dialogue. 
 
2.2.1 Buber 
Buber’s work on the philosophy of dialogue in the mid-20th century marked 
the beginning of a concentrated study of the concept by academics from a range of 
fields, including theoretical physics and education. Buber was among the first to 
conceptualise dialogue holistically, that is, seeing dialogue as a phenomenon whose 
whole is greater than the sum of its part(icipant)s (see, for example, Buber, 1965). 
He acknowledged the duality of the roles of participants in the development of his 
classic I-Thou binary (Buber, 1958, 2004). 
In these binaries, the I represents the observer, the perspective of one of the 
participants. The I-Thou is the connection made physically between that individual 
and aspects of the divine, which Buber felt could be found in animals, objects, and 
art, as well as in people. It does not necessarily require a spoken element, and indeed 
Buber insisted that such contact did not – could not – include communication of any 
specific content or information (Kramer & Gawlick, 2003). This type of dialogue is 
respectful and appreciative of the other participant.  
In contrast, the I-It dialogue is based on a perception of the other participant 
as some thing, to be engaged with to benefit the I. Strictly speaking, the interaction 
in this instance occurs between the I and their mental representation of the It rather 
than its reality/actuality (Biemann, 2002; Buber, 2004): the I and the It never 
actually meet. Therefore, although this type of connection may apparently involve 
communication of information between participants, this has in fact been labelled 
monologue rather than dialogue as the communication is actually between concepts 
internal to the I (Kramer & Gawlick, 2003). 
The main points gleaned from this review of Buber’s work on dialogue, 
therefore, were firstly that it involves two participants, the I and another. This I may 
perceive the other as equal or even superior (Thou) or inferior (It). This perception 
affects the orientation of the I to the other participant; Thou is respected –cherished 
even – while the It is objectified and manipulated to suit the desires of the I. Buber 
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positions this latter type of dialogue based on an objectification of the other 
participant as vastly inferior. 
 
2.2.2 Rogers 
Rogers worked in the field of counselling and psychotherapy and his 
perspective on dialogue derived from the interaction between the participants of 
doctor and patient. He argued that the doctor in these interactions is motivated by an 
empathetic desire to help patients by “mirroring back” their experiences to them, and 
re-working those experiences in a way that is healthier for the patient (Rogers, 
1961). The patient is motivated by their desire to share their current (flawed) 
understanding of their situation with their counsellor, whom they trust to improve 
their perceptions, thereby resolving uncomfortable internal conflict (Rogers, 1961). 
Thus the orientation of the participants to each other is one of care, concern, mutual 
respect, and empathy. Rogers (1961) insisted that warmth, genuineness, and empathy 
are necessary for dialogue to be implemented effectively. He believed that although 
both counsellor and patient participate in the dialogue, change is only expected on 
the part of the patient. According to Thorne (2003),  this is achieved through the 
counsellor’s skill in guiding the patient through communication that identifies areas 
of concern, and then allows the development of mutually-acceptable (and to the 
patient, beneficial) new interpretations of ideas and situations.  
 
2.2.3 Gadamer 
Gadamer’s interest in dialogue stemmed from his focus on language as both 
the means of transferring information about the world, and the method through 
which the world is also created (see, for example, Gadamer, 1989). He identified that 
such language is made up of both verbal and non-verbal exchanges of information. 
Thus, for Gadamer language was the means of establishing relationships between 
individuals and the world they inhabit. Based on his deep interest in the structure of 
Plato’s discourses (Gadamer, 1980a; Grondin, 2003), Gadamer positioned dialogue 
as being the exchange of arguments between two participants to resolve an issue: 
that is, as a dialectic. Like Buber, he assumed that such dialogue would have a 
specific starting point, initiated by one of the participants (Gadamer, 1980a). Unlike 
Buber, however, Gadamer saw that dialogue had a specific purpose, in that the 
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exchange of ideas and arguments (more than just information) resulted in the 
emergence between the participants of a shared understanding of an issue or a 
concept (Gadamer, 1980b). This agreement then became part of the participants’ 
worlds and their shared context, and thus influenced their interaction with other 
elements of those worlds (Gadamer, 1980a). 
Gadamer labelled this application of abstract concepts, emerging from the 
dialectic interactions of participants, to the lived world as phronesis (Gadamer, 
1980a; 1980b, p. 76), or “practical wisdom” (Palmer, 2007, p. 48). He saw this as a 
shared situationally-specific understanding of a concept resulting from dialogue 
between participants.  
Gadamer’s work therefore reinforced Buber’s ideas concerning the duality of 
participants in dialogue, but also introduced some new ideas. Firstly, he identified 
the existence of return communication between participants as part of dialogue. In 
Buber’s work there is no indication that a response by the Thou or the It to the 
communication of the I is a necessary ingredient of their dialogue. Gadamer, 
however, described the to-ing and fro-ing of communication between the two 
participants in the manner of Plato’s dialectics.  
Secondly, Gadamer introduced an important set of distinctions within his 
conceptualisation of dialogue: that between the implementation of communication 
(the conduct of arguments between participants) and its outcome (a shared 
understanding of a concept to be applied to the participants’ real world lives), both 
nested within the overarching concept of dialogue. Thus for Gadamer dialogue is 
both the communicative action taken by participants and its result. 
 
2.2.4 Bakhtin 
Bakhtin took a similar view of dialogue on a macro scale. He understood 
dialogue as instances of speech communication and responsiveness or reply, 
labelling the whole event as “the utterance” (Bakhtin, 1981, 1986). 
 
Figure 2.1: Bakhtin’s utterance model 
(Source: Devised from extant literature for this thesis) 
 
   
 
 
The Utterance 
Response 
Speech 
communication 
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This ‘utterance’ occurs between an individual and an Other (Bakhtin, 1981)  
with whom the individual needs to empathise in order to fully appreciate and make 
sense of the complex environment in which both exist. The adoption of a dialogic 
approach to this sense-making is motivated by participants’ appreciation of the 
“relativized, de-privileged” nature of their connection, and a mutual awareness of the 
existence – and equal value – of their “competing definitions for the same things” 
(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 427). Participants may enter into dialogue with diverse points of 
view but all must appreciate and respect their interconnectedness and their 
importance to one another (Bakhtin, 1981). 
In his understanding of dialogue, Bakhtin also notes the importance of using 
language within utterances that both facilitates the inclusion of participants, and 
adapts to evolve into new shared forms of expression through a process of generative 
change (Bakhtin, 1986). Each utterance is seen as “an answer to another utterance 
that precedes it” (Holquist, 2002, p. 60) thus forming a chain of dialogic 
communication.  
The purpose of this chain is the resolution of some situation or enquiry: thus, 
“the utterance is a deed, it is active, productive: it resolves a situation, brings it to an 
evaluative conclusion (for the moment at least), or extends the action into the future” 
(Holquist, 2002, p. 63). Thus Bakhtian dialogue occurs when participants recognise 
themselves from the point of view of the Other, and use the empathy and 
understanding gained through this recognition to generate mutually-acceptable 
solutions to problems (Cissna & Anderson, 1994; Hamilton & Wills‐Toker, 2006).  
 
2.2.5 Bohm 
Bohm sees dialogue as “a stream of meaning flowing among and through us 
and between us” (Bohm et al., 1991, p. 27). His work on dialogue positions it as a 
holistic process involving repeated interactions between participants, rather than as 
the sum of those interactions (Bohm, 1985; Stewart et al., 2004). Bohm (2006) and 
others (Bohm et al., 1991) are advocates of a concept they label Dialogue (note the 
capitalisation). ‘Capital D’ Dialogue is a specific form of group interaction “in which 
collective learning takes place and out of which a sense of increased harmony, 
fellowship and creativity can arise” (Bohm et al., 1991, p.2). As The Dialogue Group 
(n.d.) puts it, “In Dialogue [sic] we are interested in creating a fuller picture of reality 
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rather than breaking it down into fragments or part, as happens in discussion. In 
Dialogue we do not try to convince others of our point of view. There is no emphasis 
on winning, but rather on learning, collaboration and the synthesis of points of 
view.” These ideas are foreshadowed in the earlier work of others such as Laing 
(1969; Laing, Phillipson, & Lee, 1966), Pearson (1989a). 
The participants in this version of dialogue are many and varied, as it must be 
open to all who wish to join in (Bohm, 2006). Ideally though it should involve 20 to 
40 people who represent as far as possible the characteristics of the broader society 
from which they are drawn (Cayer, 1997, p. 48). It may occur between private 
individuals, or between individuals acting on behalf of organisations and individuals, 
or between organisational representatives (Ballantyne, 2004; Bohm, 1985; Roberts, 
2002). Regardless of who they are or who they represent, participants are required to 
“put aside [their] own views and listen to those of others” recognising and accepting 
that “no point of view [is] in itself complete” (Bohm, 1985, p. xii). 
According to Bohm’s principles of dialogue, it “can be initiated on any topic 
that is of interest to the participants” (Cayer, 1997, p. 52). Thus, the implementation 
of Bohm dialogue may be characterised by spontaneity and apparent unruliness or 
even chaos (Ballantyne, 2004, p. 114) but its aim is always to reach and/or enhance 
mutual understanding between participants (Bohm et al., 1991). During the 
implementation, all participants are encouraged to openly express their feelings and 
concerns in the supportive and accepting environment created by their interactions 
(Bohm, 2006). Dialogue continues on for as long as the participants are willing and 
able to continue their involvement – time frames in excess of 12 months are not 
unusual or discouraged (Bohm et al., 1991). 
The outcome of this dialogue is “some new understanding, something 
creative” (Bohm et al., 1991, p. 16) although this does not necessarily translate into 
any specific decision. What is always an outcome however, is enhanced 
understanding of and between participants (Bohm, 1985, 2006; Bohm et al., 1991). 
 
2.2.6 Freire 
Coming from a background in education, Paulo Freire saw dialogue as the 
archetypal exercise of democratic interchange between citizens in preference to the 
domination of oppressor over oppressed (see, for example, Freire, 1990). Freire’s 
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perspective positions dialogue as an inclusive, transformative event, significant in 
the establishment and functioning of a truly democratic state. At the time of writing 
of his most widely-recognised work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 1990), 
voting in Freire’s home country of Brazil was dependent on a person being able to 
demonstrate they could read and write. Thus Freire’s writing shows dialogue as 
occurring at a micro interpersonal level between teacher and student as the latter is 
taught the basic skills to participate in democracy: and subsequently at a macro level 
between the newly-educated citizenry and Brazil’s ruling elite. However, Freire’s 
perspective was also that the power differentials that generated the need for such 
dialogue were in themselves anathema to dialogue. Thus dialogue not only allowed 
the entry of previously-disadvantaged citizenry to the political arena, it actually 
dismantled that arena and prevented its perpetuation. 
Freire’s work is one of the few that acknowledges that dialogue does not only 
take place within a positive context, and that it can in fact be conducted within an 
environment in which participants are actively hostile to each other. However, his 
perspective was that once the citizenry had been taught how to undertake dialogue 
‘properly’, they were equipped with the weapons to take on the dominant hegemony 
and thus overthrow it. In this there are echoes of Habermas’ (1984) theory of 
communicative action, in which he proposed that societal decision-making could 
achieve the best results through highly structured interactions leading to joint 
agreement between participants based on the quality of the argumentation 
undertaken. 
 
2.2.7 Summary of perspectives on dialogue from the literature 
The review of the literature by these five leading figures revealed their 
individual perspectives on dialogue as detailed above. Across all of the literature 
studied, dialogue was seen as a complex form of communication. However, a set of 
recurring themes common to all the theorists studied was identified. The ideas of all 
five dialogue theorists were seen to include discussions relating to three elements: 
the orientation of participants to each other, most clearly revealed in their motivation 
to engage in communication to better understand each other; the orientation of 
participants to the way in which the process of that communication was carried out 
or implemented; and their orientation to the outcome of that communication. 
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Although each of the dialogue theorists had differing ideas about the specifics of 
each element, their consistent understanding of the significance of all of them to the 
concept of dialogue was evident in their writing; as was their agreement on the broad 
characteristics of those elements. The key points supporting the identification of each 
of these concepts within the construct of dialogue are summarised in the Table 2-2 
following: 
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Table 2-2: The relevance of motivation, implementation, and outcomes to the concept of dialogue across the writings of five major theorists 
(Source: Derived from the literature for this thesis) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Continued…  
Theorist 
Motivation to 
communicate/Orientation 
to other participants 
Implementation Outcome 
Buber 
 To recognise the divine 
 Respect, mutuality, 
immediacy of presence 
of both participants 
 Encounter, contact 
 No communication of information, but two-way 
communication of recognition 
 Superior form of dialogue  
Recognition of the divine 
and consequently harmony 
with the environment 
 To benefit the I 
 Other participant 
objectified 
 Involves externalised communication 
 Inferior form of dialogue – could appear to be two-
way communication but is in fact monologic 
Benefit to one participant 
only. 
Rogers 
 To develop new 
(healthier) shared 
understandings 
 Warmth, genuineness, 
and empathy 
 Two-way communication in which one participant 
reflects the other’s experiences and suggests ways 
of re-interpreting and understanding them that are 
healthier for that other participant 
Healthier ways for one 
participant to understand 
their environment – benefits 
both participants. 
Gadamer 
 To resolve arguments 
by developing 
phronesis – shared 
practical understanding 
of a concept 
 Respect for the ideas 
and positions of others  
 To-ing and fro-ing of ideas between participants  
 Distinction between process and outcome 
Arguments are resolved by 
means of developing shared 
understandings between 
participants. 
3
0
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Bakhtin 
 To resolve a situation 
of conflict 
 Respect for the 
interests of others 
 
 Conflation of process and outcome 
 Chain of ‘Utterances’, utilising two-way 
communication  
 Language can affect participation 
The conduct of two-way 
communication is itself part 
of the outcome, leading to  
mutual understanding 
between participants that is 
demonstrated by the making 
of changes by both  
Bohm 
 Distinction between 
‘capital D’ Dialogue 
and other forms of 
dialogue  
 Capital D Dialogue 
shows high levels of 
acceptance leading to 
honesty and 
transparency 
 Two-way communication dependent on active, 
attentive listening 
 Any and all subjects are available for discussion 
 No one participant controls the flow of 
communication 
No decision-making: 
developing new ideas that 
are common to both 
participants 
Freire 
 Teacher and student – 
positively oriented to 
each other  
 Citizens and rulers – 
begin in a situation of 
conflict and mutual 
hostility 
 Requires a particular skill set to be able to 
participate 
To redress power 
imbalances: can challenge 
the status quo by negating 
the power of the strong 
3
1
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Thus the concepts of participant orientations to the motivation, 
implementation, and outcome of two-way communication were found to be present 
in the discussions of the construct of dialogue across the literature produced by all 
five theorists studied for this thesis.  
Three major conclusions were drawn from this analysis: firstly, that there is 
no one simple or ‘right’ answer to the question “What is dialogue?”  Understandings 
of dialogue varied according to the perspective adopted by the individual 
philosopher. However, it was possible to discern that across all the perspectives 
studied there was a consistency in the belief that dialogue was a superior form of 
communication characterised by respect for all those involved. The second 
conclusion from this review of literature was that regardless of this perspective, 
dialogue always involves a process of two-way communication. The third conclusion 
was that there are some forms of communication that use two-way communication, 
but that do not display the superior characteristics identified previously. However, 
this inferior form did not feature to any significant extent in the work of the dialogue 
theorists. Their focus was almost exclusively on the normative, aspirational type of 
dialogue, of which Bohm’s Dialogue is the archetype.  
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Table 2-1: The characteristics of normative dialogue 
 
2.3 Dialogue in the public relations literature 
Having developed a framework of motivation, implementation, and outcome 
for understanding the construct of dialogue in general terms, it was then possible to 
use this to locate appropriate literature in the specific context of public relations.  
It had already been determined that the apparently nebulous nature of the 
concept of dialogue in the public relations literature (Kent & Taylor, 2002), meant 
that a search strategy had to be devised that would locate relevant information in 
sources beyond those using the specific term ‘dialogue’. The occurrence of two-way 
communication was a commonality between the previously-discussed theoretical 
perspectives on dialogue that would be readily identifiable in the public relations 
literature. This was therefore used as the starting point to identify relevant literature 
that might relate to dialogue in the public relations context for consideration. As the 
review of literature progressed, it became clear that all of the sources that 
specifically mentioned dialogue did indeed refer to the conduct of two-way 
communication. In addition, those sources that dealt with two-way communication 
in relation to dialectic and discourse (such as Weaver, Motion, & Roper, 2006; and 
Woodward, 2003, for example) also referred to the importance of this 
communication in creating or improving mutual understanding between participants, 
which was previously identified in the work of the dialogue theorists as being a key 
outcome of dialogue (see Table 2-1).  
This acknowledges the finding of the review of the work of dialogue theorists 
presented in Section 2.2 of this chapter, which concluded that all dialogue includes 
episodes of two-way communication, but not all two-way communication is 
dialogue. Some literature identified using the filter of a search for the presence of 
two-way communication described the conduct of communication that did not 
demonstrate the characteristics previously identified as being indicative of dialogue. 
However, this strategy did also identify literature relevant to dialogue, and thus the 
choice of strategy was validated. 
 
2.3.1 The relational turn in public relations 
As suggested previously in this chapter, dialogue has been a consistent but 
largely implicit theme in public relations literature for the past 30 years. This can be 
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linked to the emergence of the relational perspective on public relations that occurred 
in the mid-1980s. Prior to this time, public relations was largely perceived from an 
instrumentalist, functional perspective. The roots of public relations at the beginning 
of the 20
th
 century were seen as being deeply embedded in the soil of corporate 
capitalism, with public relations developing as a means of managing communication 
from organisations to stakeholders to achieve organisationally-desirable outcomes 
(see, for example, Cutlip, 1994). Organisations at that time were deemed to have a 
functionalist approach to their operations (Parsons, 1956), using available resources 
as a means to achieve organisational ends. Although academic theorists of the time 
acknowledged the importance of achieving the consent of stakeholders in the 
operation of organisations (Bernays, 1947), the position of stakeholders in relation to 
organisations was perceived as being passive, the objects of organisational actions 
and attentions. Similarly, public relations was positioned as an organisational tool to 
be used in the manipulation of stakeholders. The role of public relations was built on 
the assumption that communication from one party to another (i.e. from the public 
relations person to the stakeholder group) would have an effect on the behaviour of 
the receiver of that communication (Hiebert, 1992; Ray, 1973; Schramm & Roberts, 
1971); and this could be used to direct the behaviour of stakeholders to the advantage 
of organisations (Bernays, 1947).  
Reviews of the field (such as that conducted by Pavlik, 1987) note that the 
functionalist view of public relations – with its emphasis on “publics and 
communication as tools or means to achieve organizational ends” (Botan & Taylor, 
2004, p.651)  – continued unchallenged until the mid-1980s. This may be 
attributable to the stability derived from the consistency between the functionalist 
perspectives in organisational theory dominant at the time and the actual practices in 
public relations (Gioia & Pitre, 1990).  
In the mid-1980s there was a widespread change in organisational theory as 
functionalist paradigms were challenged by the rise of alternative perspectives, 
particularly those that introduced the viewpoint of stakeholders as independent, 
powerful entities (see, for example, Albert & Whetten, 1985, who proposed that 
stakeholders have a significant  role of in the co-creation of organisational identity). 
Functionalist approaches were no longer seen as being entirely appropriate to help 
organisations understand newly-emergent stakeholder perspectives; and to 
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incorporate stakeholder needs in organisational behaviour. As Gioia and Pitrie (1990, 
p.587) put it: 
The assumptions of the functionalist paradigm...become problematic when 
subjective views of social and organizational phenomena are adopted or 
when there is a concern with transformational change. Suddenly, the 
existence of social “facts” and the assumption of stability are called into 
doubt.  
 
Thus the subjective views and perspectives of stakeholders were repositioned 
as being important in determining organisational behaviour; contrary stakeholders 
were accommodated, rather than being addressed as deviants to be corrected (cf with 
systems theory, as in Spicer, 1997). A new relational perspective on organisational 
theory emerged, one that introduced the idea that stakeholders were not 
organisational playthings, and could in fact drive organisational change. The 
relational paradigm proposed that organisations and stakeholders are inextricably 
intertwined in relationships based on mutual dependency; stakeholders were 
therefore seen as partners with organisations in the achievement of organisational 
objectives (Post, Preston, & Sauter-Sachs, 2002).  
This more inclusive approach in organisational theory to incorporating 
stakeholder influences on the operation of organisations was also reflected in the 
emergence of new perspectives on public relations. Public relations practitioners 
were no longer seen as “the former journalist-as-hired-gun” (Kent, 2008, p.18) to fire 
communication ‘magic bullets’ that defined their role under the 
functionalist/instrumentalist paradigm. Instead public relations practitioners were 
seen as being responsible for the development and enhancement of newly-prioritised 
relationships with stakeholders (see, for example, Dozier, 1984; and Ferguson, 
1984). Some observers – such as Botan and Taylor (2004) – directly attribute this 
relational turn in public relations to the work of Ferguson in 1984. Perhaps 
surprisingly, given its putative significance, Ferguson’s (1984) influential conference 
paper has never actually been published. Yet it is regarded as marking a watershed 
between those theories that position public relations and its practice as instruments of 
the organisation; and those that attribute to it a larger purpose as a facilitator of 
communication-based relationships between organisations and their stakeholders. 
The relational turn in public relations generated more interest in the type of 
communication required to achieve mutually-beneficial relationships between 
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organisations and their stakeholders. As Pieczka (2011, p. 110) concluded “Although 
relationships are built from communication as well as other kinds of action (for 
example, product or policy related ones), communication occupies a privileged 
position”. Dialogue was positioned within the relational paradigm as the 
communication method of choice (Bruning, 1999; Bruning, Dials, & Shirka, 2008). 
Indeed, the two concepts are often conflated, as in McAllister-Spooner & Kent’s 
(2009, p. 223)  assertion that “Dialogic communication is relational”.  
 
Grunig and Hunt’s two-way models 
It is arguably not unconnected to this changing zeitgeist that Grunig and Hunt 
(1984) developed their influential four part model of public relations practice at this 
time. Their acknowledgement of the co-existence of one-way and new two-way 
forms of communication could be seen as reflecting the transition from the 
functionalist to the relational paradigm in public relations. Given that two-way 
communication is inherent to the conduct of dialogue – although as stated 
previously, not all two-way communication is dialogue – then the rise of the 
relational perspective might therefore be directly linked to increasing levels of 
interest in dialogue as a key concept in public relations. 
The two-way models of communication developed by Grunig and Hunt 
(1984) recognise that communication with stakeholders using two-way 
communication rather than communicating to them using monologue was an 
important part of the way public relations changed in the first half of the 20
th
 
century. In this they echo the two-way communication between pairs of participants 
that was found to be an identifying characteristic of dialogue in the previous section 
of this chapter. However, it does not necessarily mean that the two-way models of 
public relations demonstrate the occurrence of dialogue. What it could indicate 
though is that the participants in two-way communication when translated to the 
context of public relations would therefore be seen to be the organisations and the 
stakeholders involved.  
Grunig and Hunt (1984) divided their two-way models into asymmetric and 
symmetric forms. The two-way asymmetric model of public relations outlines a 
process of bi-directional communication flow between organisations and 
stakeholders that allows an organisation to put out its information and to receive 
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feedback from its stakeholders about that information. The role of the public 
relations practitioner in this asymmetric situation is to act as a facilitator or fulcrum 
in the dialogue between organisations and stakeholders. The purpose of the 
communication is to demonstrate the organisation’s respect and consideration for the 
stakeholders’ perspectives, but not necessarily to accommodate them. The aim is for 
decision-making power to remain with the organisation, and for the stakeholders to 
be persuaded to comply with organisational strategic objectives (Grunig, 1993a; van 
Ruler & Verčič, 2005). 
This idea was extended in the mixed motive model (Grunig & Grunig, 1992),  
which suggested that in fact asymmetry could also be present if the power in 
decision-making was totally held by stakeholders. In this way, they concluded that 
the sharing of power in decision-making by both organisation and stakeholders was 
required if symmetry were to be achieved. 
The two-way symmetric model of public relations describes a situation where 
an organisation devolves some or all of its perceived decision-making power to its 
stakeholders. The model hinges on the conduct of communication between 
organisations and their stakeholders that is characterised by the free and equal two-
way flow of information between participants, leading to mutual understanding and 
responsiveness (Grunig, 1984; Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Thus dialogue is potentially at 
the heart of this model, which also demonstrates the prescriptive approach to the co-
creation of meaning between participants as identified in the previous review of 
dialogue theorists’ work.  
The ethical aspect of the prescriptive approach is also evident in J. E. Grunig 
and Hunt’s (1984) positioning of the two-way symmetric model as the ideal, 
aspirational form of public relations because of its putative ethical superiority over 
other communication types. Grunig based this assertion on what he saw as the 
inherently ethical approach engendered by communication based on “negotiation and 
compromise” (Grunig, 1993b, p.146-7). Other researchers, such as Pearson (1989a, 
1991), have reached similar conclusions about the altruistic nature of dialogue-based 
two-way symmetric public relations. Perhaps more pragmatically, J. E. Grunig, L. A. 
Grunig and Ehling (1992) subsequently suggested that the ethical superiority of this 
model would enhance organisational effectiveness. They determined that excellence 
in communication was predicated by the use of the two-way symmetric public 
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relations model, and that “only excellent public relations departments would 
contribute to bottom-line organizational effectiveness” (Grunig et al., 1992, p.71).  
Some scholars (such as Podnar & Golob, 2009; and Theunissen & Wan 
Noordin, 2011, for example) have equated dialogue only with the two-way 
symmetric model of public relations, basing their distinction on the fact that the 
asymmetric variation involves persuasion and is therefore inherently unethical. 
Following the lead of Grunig and Hunt (1984) and Pearson (1991) among others, 
this school of thought suggests that dialogue only occurs where it can be shown that 
the organisation has changed its behaviour to accommodate the needs of its 
stakeholders. 
Grunig actually noted the commonality of the two-way process of 
communication in both the asymmetric and the symmetric models when concluding 
that the ethical distinction between them should be based on their outcome, rather 
than on the process of two-way communication they shared (Grunig & Grunig, 
1992). Grunig’s contention was that the point of distinction was the extent to which 
this process admitted the participants involved to the decision-making process on the 
topic being discussed (limited in the asymmetric model): to him, this is what gave 
the symmetric model its ethical superiority. It might be argued, therefore, that both 
models have a process of two-way communication at their core, but linked to 
different outcomes. If this is the case, then the a/symmetry or im/balance lies not in 
the conduct of communication, but in the differences in the power over decision-
making between participants, and the degree to which the more powerful participants 
cede that power. Yet arguably, the asymmetric model still provides organisations 
with the opportunity to enhance their respect for – and understanding of – their 
stakeholders, which was noted as one of the defining characteristics of dialogue in 
the review of dialogue literature earlier in this chapter. 
These conclusions begin to hint at ideas of significance in the carrying out of 
dialogue in public relations. Firstly – and perhaps most significantly – there is a clear 
understanding in the literature that power is antithetical to the conduct of dialogue 
(as in Bohm, 2006; Pearson, 1989a, for example). As a result, none of the theories of 
dialogue incorporate any reference to power. Yet power has long been understood to 
be one of the major factors, concerns, or influences on the practice of public 
relations, whether it be perceived as an inherent fact to be accepted and worked with; 
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or as an obstacle to organisational communicative authenticity and sustainability to 
be overcome (Edwards, 2006; Grunig, 2000). Secondly, there seems to be a 
suggestion in the literature that aspects of two-way communication in public 
relations practice might align with some of the characteristics of dialogue as 
identified in the literature. The validity of this tentative conclusion and its 
significance going forward are considered further in later chapters of this thesis. 
The review of public relations literature also suggested that although two-
way communication in public relations practice is conceptualised holistically as a 
combination of process and outcome there are, in fact, different types of public 
relations practice with two-way communication at their heart, and different 
outcomes. This conclusion may have been the type of nuances that Pearce and 
Pearce (2000, p. 162) were alluding to in their statement that “there are important 
and insufficiently described differences in the concepts and practices currently 
named as "dialogue"”. Although such distinctions are recognised in other fields (see, 
for example, Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of citizen participation, and the International 
Association for Public Participation’s spectrum (International Association for Public 
Participation, 2000)) there is no overt discussion of this aspect of dialogue in the 
public relations literature. 
However, as noted previously there is a persistent trend in public relations of 
conflating the concept of dialogue with that of the two-way symmetric model of 
public relations (Leeper, 1996; Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2011) . This has 
resulted in the critiques of symmetry being applied to dialogue per se: for example, 
critics (such as Brown, 2006; Leitch & Neilson, 1997; Stoker & Tusinski, 2006) feel 
that the idea of conducting dialogue along the lines proposed in the two-way 
symmetric model is naïve, overly-idealistic and has no place in the real world 
practice of public relations. They suggest that organisations, faced with the day-to-
day reality of communication with their stakeholders, strongly question what 
advantage is to be gained by spending time and effort in a quest for mutual 
responsiveness that seems doomed to failure from the outset. As Leitch and Neilson 
(1997, p.20)  put it, 
That organisations may rightly perceive there to be no advantage in adapting 
to the ‘environment’ through compromises with their publics is one reason 
that the symmetrical approach may not be adopted. 
 
Chapter 2: Literature review 
43 
 
As a result of this uncritical equation of dialogue with the two-way 
symmetrical model of public relations, the existence of other forms of dialogue has 
been glossed over, and the value of continuing consideration of dialogue has been 
lost in the criticism of symmetrical approaches.  
 
2.3.2 The relational turn revisited 
There appears to have been a period of hiatus in the theorising of relationship 
management in public relations after the initial proposal of the new relational 
paradigm, and it was not until the late 1990s that the idea began to appear in public 
relations journals to any significant extent (Botan & Taylor, 2004). There the 
relational perspective was championed by Broom, Casey and Ritchie (1997) and 
Grunig and Huang (2000) among others, although its chief proponents – certainly as 
measured in terms of longevity and consistency of focus – are Ledingham and 
Bruning (Bruning & Ledingham, 2000; Ledingham, 2003, 2006; Ledingham & 
Bruning, 1998, 2000a). Ledingham and Bruning’s initial view (as explicated in 
Ledingham, 2003; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000a) saw the role of public relations as 
using its long-established position as manager or facilitator of communication 
between organisations and stakeholders as a way of managing relationships between 
the parties. As relationships between organisations and stakeholders are founded on 
the conduct of dialogue (McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009), the continued focus on 
the relational perspective provided a natural ‘home’ for the continuing (albeit largely 
hidden) discussion of the relevance of dialogue to public relations. For example, 
Taylor, Kent, and White (2001, p. 264) look at activist websites “to determine the 
extent to which they use dialogue effectively to build organization–public 
relationships”. One of the most significant books on the role of relationship 
management in public relations (Ledingham & Bruning, 2000b) contains repeated 
mentions of the word ‘dialogue’ and an entire chapter by Thomlison (2000) devoted 
to interpersonal dialogic communication. 
 The relational perspective positions dialogue as the two-way communication 
that occurs between organisations and their stakeholders. The outcome of such 
communication is (enhanced) mutual understanding between the participants, 
resulting in improved relationships between the two. Within the public relations 
context, better and enriched relationships are often deemed to equate to 
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organisationally-desirable behaviour by stakeholders, such as becoming or remaining 
customers (see, for example, Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). These outcomes are 
clearly demonstrating ways in which two-way communication and the resultant 
relationship enhancement are expected to result in changes to stakeholder behaviour 
that contribute to the achievement of organisationally-desirable objectives. In this 
way, it could be argued, the legacy of the instrumentalist/functionalist paradigm of 
public relations is still clearly evident. 
 
2.3.3 The dialogic turn 
In the late 20
th 
century, dialogue as a discrete phenomenon of interest began 
to emerge in scholarly writing related to the communication aspects of disciplines 
traditionally associated with the production and dissemination of knowledge 
(Phillips, 2011b) such as education and learning (Racionero & Padrós, 2010), and 
science (Holliman, Whitelegg, Scanlon, Smidt, & Thomas, 2009; Phillips, 2011a). 
This widespread interest in dialogue and the cross-disciplinary nature of its relevance 
led to this being labelled a social ‘dialogic turn’ (Aubert & Soler, 2006; Escobar, 
2009; Gómez, Puigvert, & Flecha, 2011).  
The impact of this dialogic turn became evident in the organisational 
management literature (for example, dialogue as a key tool in the discipline of Team 
Learning as part of developing a learning organisation as suggested by Senge, 1990) 
at about the same time as it began to emerge as a distinct phenomenon of interest in 
its own right in the public relations literature.  
 
The dialogic turn in public relations literature 
The review of literature on dialogue in public relations indicates a divergence 
in perspectives occurring at this point, with two distinct schools of thought 
emerging. The relational perspective (as in Bales & Forstner, 1992; Ledingham, 
2003) demonstrates the legacy of the relational paradigm, and sees dialogue as a 
catch-all label for two-way communication between organisations and stakeholders. 
It is held that simply undertaking such communication and achieving better 
understanding of other participants is sufficient to enhance relationships between the 
parties. As a consequence of these improved relationships, stakeholders may 
undertake organisationally-desirable behaviour (Ledingham & Bruning, 2000b).  
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The second school of thought (of which Kent & Taylor are prominent 
advocates) sees dialogue as a very specific kind of holistic construct deserving of 
theoretical development in its own right. The emergence of dialogue as a discrete 
theoretical construct with relevance to public relations has been described as 
signalling the start of a dialogic turn in public relations (Kent, 2008). However, it has 
yet to result in a fully-articulated theory of dialogue in the discipline, and dialogue, 
despite its putative significance to public relations, remains poorly understood in the 
field and lacks clear theoretical underpinning (Pieczka, 2011). 
The person most often credited with focusing the spotlight of academic 
attention on dialogue within public relations is Pearson (1989a, 1990, 1991), whose 
“work on dialogue as a practical public relations strategy is the earliest substantive 
treatment of the concept”, according to Kent and Taylor (2002, p.21) (see also Botan 
& Taylor, 2004, p. 653). Specifically, Pearson (1991) articulated a construct of 
dialogue that used respectful and truthful two-way communication between 
organisations and stakeholders allowing public relations practitioners to achieve 
balance between “partisan” benefits for a client and “nonpartisan” mutual benefits 
(presumably mutual in terms of benefit to client and stakeholders). In doing so, 
Pearson (1989a) characterised dialogue as being ethical in its conduct and its 
outcome. This led him to claim that ipso facto dialogue as he understood it was 
ethically superior to other forms of communication. In this it is possible to determine 
echoes of the work of dialogue theorists on the concept of normative dialogue as 
discussed previously in this chapter. Indeed Pearson (1989a, p. 128) concluded that 
managing communication between organisations and stakeholders so that it comes as 
close as possible to what could be construed as dialogue is “the core ethical 
responsibility of public relations from which all other obligations follow”. In 
adopting this stance, Pearson perpetuated the attribution of normative status to such 
forms of public relations first mooted in the promotion of the two-way symmetric 
model by Grunig and Hunt (1984) (see also Grunig & Grunig, 1992; Pearson, 1991, 
p. 71).  
Other scholars (such as Leeper, 1996; Woodward, 2000) followed Pearson’s 
lead and began to consider the relevance of dialogue to the context of public 
relations. Some, such as Fitzpatrick and Gauthier (2001), Kent and Taylor (2002), 
and Steinmann and Zerfaß (1993), also adopted Pearson’s perspective on the ethical 
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superiority of dialogue in public relations, again assuming the existence of attributes 
in this communication that are appropriate to the concept of normative dialogue. 
This prescriptive premise is a common theme running throughout much of the 
literature that covers the relevance of dialogue to public relations. For Pearson – and 
others of his school of thought – dialogue in public relations is understood 
holistically as two-way communication leading to one specific type of outcome: that 
of change by both participants leading to mutual benefit (although this perspective is 
not unchallenged: see, for example, Edgett, 2002; Stoker & Tusinski, 2006). This 
understanding then provides a framework to articulate how dialogue ought to be 
practised in public relations (as in Kent & Taylor, 2002). 
 
Similar forms of communication in the public relations literature  
This review of the public relations literature searching for discussions of 
dialogue within the timeline of the dialogic turn uncovered other similar forms of 
communication, some of which have been linked to dialogue. For example, there are 
significant and growing bodies of literature positioning dialogue as an idea pertinent 
to the concepts of deliberation, debate, and conversation. For example, Escobar 
(2009) and others (including Barnes, Newman, & Sullivan, 2004; Kim & Kim, 2008; 
Roberts, 1997) assert that dialogue has an important place in the conduct of 
deliberative or participatory democracy. Drawing on the work of Buber, Bakhtin, 
Gadamer, Freire, Bohm and Habermas, Escobar (2009, pp. 52-53) acknowledges the 
prescriptive nature of much dialogue theorising and distinguishes between two forms 
of dialogue: the “collaborative non-polarised discourse” he labels dialogue1; and the 
“relational space” of dialogue2. He notes that it is the former that features most 
strongly in the managerial and organisational context, while the latter is more 
relevant to abstract theoretical discussion and consideration, following the lead of 
Habermas (1984, 1989) in conceptualising the contribution of dialogue to an 
idealised “public sphere”.  
Others, including Heath (2001), have equated dialogue in public relations 
with the conduct of debates or, as he terms it, rhetorical dialogue. In this 
conceptualisation, “dialogue consists of statement and counterstatement” (Heath, 
2000, p. 74). This reflects to a certain extent the two-way communication already 
identified as being at the heart of dialogue. However, Kent and Taylor (2002, p.27, 
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echoing the work of Karlberg (1996)) refute the conflation of dialogue with debate, 
seeing the latter term as referring to a “clash of ideas” rather than the ‘lover-like’ 
desire to benefit the other which they see as the nature of dialogue. In adopting this 
understanding of dialogue as “a conversation between lovers where each has his or 
her own desires but seeks the other’s good” Kent and Taylor (2002, p. 27) maintain 
the perspectives proposed in the work of the dialogue theorists discussed previously 
in this chapter. 
Heath (2000, p. 69) also ties in dialogue to the notion of public discourse, 
which he describes as being the communicative means “through which ideas are 
contested, issues are examined, and decisions are made collaboratively”. Similarly, 
Weaver et al. (2006), Leeper (1996) and others writing in the public relations 
literature connect dialogue with discourse as being the expression of views on a topic 
during a process of refinement and concession-making en route to the making of 
mutually-acceptable decisions by participants. This acknowledges the potential 
outcome of dialogue in public relations as collaborative decision-making, also 
echoing the precepts of the dialogue theorists discussed in Section 2.2. 
Another set of discussions of dialogue in public relations sees it as a type of 
conversation between participants (Grunig, 2009; Kelleher, 2009; Pearson, 1991). 
These discussions see conversation as an important means by which two parties 
communicate verbally en route to achieving mutual understanding of each other and 
the given topic of discussion. This again echoes the normative precepts of dialogue, 
and indicates why the concepts of conversation and dialogue are sometimes 
conflated. For the purposes of public relations practice however, the restriction of 
communication in conversation to the spoken word means it is often positioned as a 
form of dialogue, or a means by which dialogue is undertaken (as in Pearson, 1991, 
for example),  
 
2.3.4 Principles of dialogue in public relations 
In their 2002 paper, Kent and Taylor spelled out the principles of dialogue in 
public relations. They presented five principles of dialogue in public relations (plus a 
certain number of sub-principles) which they felt described the context in which 
Pearson-esque dialogue can take place. In doing so they drew on the work of Buber 
and Rogers, with additional reference to brief extracts of the work of Johannesen and 
Chapter 2: Literature review 
48 
 
Stewart. Although no direct connections were drawn from these theorists to the 
principles of dialogue that Kent and Taylor (2002) proposed, comparing their ideas 
to those developed by the five dialogue theorists whose work was reviewed earlier in 
this chapter established key points of similarity and provided further grounding for 
the Kent and Taylor taxonomy. When considered against the motivations of 
participants to engage in two-way communication with each other, the 
implementation of that communication, and the outcomes that result these principles 
clearly equated to the characteristics of normative dialogue. 
 
Mutuality 
This principle covers the inextricably intertwined nature of the co-
dependency between organisations and their stakeholders. It therefore presupposes 
that dialogue involves some sort of interaction between these two types of 
participants. In basing their understanding of dialogue as communication between 
two participants, Kent and Taylor (2002) are echoing the work of most dialogue 
theorists (with the arguable exception of Bohm, 2006).  
In addition, they perpetuate the perspective apparent in the public relations 
literature that dialogue occurs between organisations and their stakeholders. The role 
for public relations practitioners in this communication is present only by 
implication and assumption, and is often conflated with the position of the 
organisation involved. Adopting this perspective reduces the chances of being able to 
identify any practitioner experiences that make a contribution to the developing 
dialogic theory of public relations. 
The principle of mutuality recognises that changes made by either 
organisations or their stakeholders can have effects on each other. This is very 
similar to Bakhtin’s (1981) notion that the outcome of dialogue is change and 
accommodation by both parties involved. Kent and Taylor (2002) suggest this leads 
to a need for collaboration, which in turn requires that participants in a dialogue 
respect the positions of others. Also required is a spirit of mutual equality, so that 
participants feel free to make their contributions to the dialogue without fear or 
favour. Kent and Taylor (2002, p.26) conclude that “from a public relations 
standpoint, mutuality is already an accepted practice” and give examples that show 
how organisations already behave in mutually-collaborative ways such as sharing 
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information with journalists and coalition partners. Thus mutuality is shown to 
benefit both organisation and stakeholders in the achievement of organisational 
objectives.  
This particular type of joint change for mutual benefit closely echoes the 
outcome of dialogue described by Bakhtin (1981). In addition, if the mutual 
accommodation between organisations and stakeholders were shown to lead to the 
development of new ideas and content shared by both participants, then this would 
represent the type of outcome for dialogue espoused by Bohm (2006). 
 
Propinquity 
This principle looks at the “process of dialogic exchanges” (Kent & Taylor, 
2002, p. 26). The first requirement is that dialogue must take place at a time before 
any decisions have been made so that input from all parties can be taken into 
account. In this, it resembles Gadamer’s (1980a) perception that dialogue should be 
used to achieve shared understanding of an idea (or perhaps an issue in the public 
relations context) before decisions on it can be made. Kent and Taylor (2002) argue 
that a dialogue underpinned by the principle of propinquity must take into account 
the history of the participants as well as provide the basis for future and ongoing 
relationships between them. Participants in dialogue should not try to maintain 
positions of neutrality but should instead be prepared to find themselves developing 
a fondness for the others. Finally, dialogue must be taken seriously and be 
adequately resourced. Kent and Taylor (2002) conclude that organisations that 
embrace propinquity in their dialogue can benefit from knowing in advance about 
likely issues with upcoming decisions (although whether this benefit results in the 
organisation being better prepared to persuade dissidents, or being able to 
accommodate their objections is not specified). 
Although not specifically stated, the presumption behind the principle of 
propinquity must be that decision-makers (arguably the organisation in most public 
relations instances) are prepared to rescind – or at least devolve or temper – their 
power in this regard to others. 
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Empathy 
The empathic or sympathetic principle of dialogue refers to the ability of 
participants in dialogue to show supportiveness and collegiality, as well as to 
demonstrate confirmation of others. “The practice of confirmation refers to 
acknowledging the voice of the other in spite of one’s ability to ignore it” (Kent & 
Taylor, 2002, p. 27) and is regarded as being vital in building trust between 
participants. Kent and Taylor (2002) conclude that empathy/sympathy has been the 
foundation of the relational approach to public relations for years, and suggest that a 
sympathetic orientation to stakeholders improves an organisation’s relationships 
with them. The significance of empathy between participants in dialogue is a major 
aspect of the work of Rogers (1961). 
 
Risk 
Dialogue is acknowledged as being risky for participants as it involves 
making oneself vulnerable through disclosure; it can result in unanticipated 
consequences; and it requires the acknowledgement of others who might otherwise 
be regarded as strange or undesirable. The idea of dialogue generating positive 
outcomes from tense and potentially hostile interactions was also addressed in the 
work of Freire (1990), who noted that – from the perspective of the marginalised – 
this interaction was highly desirable, and allowed input from informed but largely 
ignored contributors. Kent and Taylor (2002, p. 29) suggest that this dialogic risk is 
acceptable to organisations as it can “create understanding to minimize uncertainty 
and misunderstandings”, and thus improve relationships between organisations and 
stakeholders.  
 
Commitment 
The final principle proposed by Kent and Taylor (2002) is commitment. They 
describe commitment as being built on foundations of genuineness (being honest and 
forthright); commitment to mutual benefit and understanding between all 
participants; and a desire to understand the other and reach mutually satisfying 
positions. These characteristics echo those espoused by Buber (1958) in his I-Thou 
interaction, and by Bohm (2006) and Rogers (1961) in their respective philosophies 
of dialogue. Kent and Taylor (2002, p.30) suggest that commitment like this is also 
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something that is familiar to public relations practitioners, who “often [have] to 
negotiate relationships with publics holding diverse positions” (p. 30). 
 
Relevance of the elements of dialogue to these principles 
The distinguishing features of the five principles of dialogue were also 
viewed in relation to the elements identified in the previous review of literature on 
dialogue, as outlined in the table following. This demonstrated clear links between 
the principles suggested by Kent and Taylor (2002) and broader discussions of 
dialogue (see Table 2-3 following). 
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Table 2-3: Relevance of the elements of dialogue derived from the literature to Kent and Taylor’s (2002) characteristics of dialogue 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Continued…  
Principle 
Motivation/orientation of 
participants 
Implementation Outcome 
Mutuality 
 Organisation and stakeholders 
acknowledge their 
interdependence, and the 
significance of this to the 
making of organisational 
decisions. 
 They demonstrate respect for 
each other.  
 
 All participants are able to make 
unrestricted contributions.  
 “…discussants should consciously avoid 
the dynamics and trappings of power to 
manipulate or otherwise control the flow 
or direction of conversation” (Kent & 
Taylor, 2002, p. 25). 
 
Both participants will make changes in 
attitudes and behaviour to accommodate 
each other’s expressed needs. 
Propinquity 
 Organisations seek input from 
stakeholders to their decision-
making.  
 Participants have a history 
together, and look forward to a 
continuing relationship. 
 
 Both organisations and stakeholders will 
make suggestions that will be reflected 
in the organisation’s decision-making. 
 These suggestions may reflect 
participants’ existing points of view.  
 The process must be adequately 
resourced (by the organisation involved). 
 
Decisions on issues will be made that are 
acceptable to both participants. 
This may involve organisations allowing 
stakeholders to have some impact on the 
decisions made. 
Empathy 
 
 Participants talk to others with 
whom they are not obliged to 
engage because they support 
and understand each other.  
 They want to make decisions in 
relation to organisational 
behaviour that accommodate 
this understanding. 
 
Participants understand that 
communication must be implemented in 
ways that suit the other parties involved. 
 
Trust between participants is enhanced, 
improving relationships.  
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Principle 
Motivation/orientation of 
participants 
Implementation Outcome 
Risk 
 
Participants accept input 
from groups and/or 
individuals who might be 
otherwise regarded as 
strange, undesirable, or 
hostile because they have 
something valuable to 
add to the decision-
making process. 
 
Participants share information that may render them 
vulnerable to attack or exploitation by others. They 
disclose their agendas and intentions truthfully. 
There may be unanticipated consequences. 
Some outcomes may be undesirable or 
inconvenient from the perspective of one of 
the participants (usually the organisation). 
Commitment 
 
 Organisations and 
stakeholders recognise 
that entering into 
communication with 
each other is vital to 
the continuation of 
their relationship. 
 They are honest and 
truthful with each 
other. 
 
Information on diverse positions exchanged. 
Both parties will better understand each 
other, and will reach mutually-satisfying 
positions on issues. 
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What can be seen from this discussion is how the principles of dialogue in 
public relations proposed by Kent and Taylor (2002) can be related to the 
characteristics of the elements of dialogue derived from the philosophical literature 
on the topic presented in Section 2.2 of this chapter. In both sets of literature, the 
motivations of participants to enter into communication with each other are seen to 
centre on their mutual respect and genuine desire to better understand one another, 
based on their recognition of their mutual interdependence. The two-way 
communication between these participants is characterised by both Kent and Taylor 
(2002) and the dialogue theorists as being implemented in a manner that is inclusive, 
respectful, and empathetic. The communication in dialogue in both sets of literature 
is truthful and honest, and occurs in a place and at a time where participants are free 
to respond to each other and accommodate each other’s needs. Both also see the 
outcome of dialogue as participants possibly being challenged and unsettled, but 
ultimately making decisions that lead to the improvements and enhancements to the 
relationship that motivated participants’ desire to communicate in the first place.  
Each of principles contains perspectives on the motivation of participants to 
participate in two-way communication, the way in which the communication should 
be conducted, and the outcomes that could result. As these principles were derived – 
in part at least – from Kent and Taylor’s review of the public relations literature on 
dialogue, it can therefore be shown as further proving that the elements have 
relevance to the concept of dialogue in public relations.  
In addition, what can also be seen is that Kent and Taylor’s (2002) principles 
clearly reflect an understanding of dialogue in public relations that aligns with the 
normative concept of dialogue. For example, the aspects of their principles that relate 
to the motivations of participants to enter into dialogue with each other (see Table 2-
3 above) strongly echo the characteristics of the motivations ascribed to those 
engaging in normative dialogue by the five theorists reviewed previously (see Table 
2-1). Similarly, Kent and Taylor’s (2002) discussion of the manner in which 
dialogue in public relations should be undertaken closely matches the descriptions 
given by the dialogue theorists of how normative dialogue is implemented. 
The similarities between the Kent and Taylor (2002) principles of dialogue in 
public relations and the distinguishing characteristics of normative dialogue are 
articulated in Table 2-4 following: 
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Table 2-4: Similarities between the normative form of dialogue and Kent and Taylor’s (2002) dialogic principles 
 Dialogue theorists Kent and Taylor (2002) 
Motivation 
Respect and concern for others 
Desire to better understand others 
Characterised by feelings of warmth, genuineness, 
empathy, and a desire to be truthful 
Respect for others 
Acknowledgement of mutual interdependence leading to 
inclusivity 
Truthfulness and honesty 
Implementation 
Two-way communication  
Requires listening 
Covers any topic regarded as interesting or significant 
by any participant 
Two-way communication  
Based on active listening and confirmation of the needs of 
others 
Covers any topic participants regard as relevant 
Outcome  
Increased and enhanced understanding between 
participants 
Change by all those involved 
Benefits to all participants 
Mutual understanding between organisations and stakeholders  
Organisational decisions that reflect stakeholder concerns 
Benefits to both organisations and stakeholders  
5
0
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What can therefore be seen from this comparison is that Kent and Taylor’s 
(2002) articulation of the principles of dialogue in public relations is actually an 
expression of the characteristics of normative dialogue in that context. 
 
2.3.5 Summary of the perspectives on dialogue in the public relations literature 
What was determined by this review of literature on dialogue in public 
relations was that discussions on the concept in this context follow the lines of 
thought identifiable in the general literature on dialogue. What was also evident was 
the clear focus on dialogue in public relations as a normative construct (for more on 
the relevance of normative theories and models to public relations practice, see 
Grunig, 2006 for example; Grunig & Grunig, 1989). That is, the public relations 
literature addresses how dialogue ought to be in public relations. This normative 
perspective on dialogue in public relations holds that it consists of two-way 
communication between organisations and stakeholders that takes place within a 
context displaying characteristics of mutuality, propinquity, commitment, empathy, 
and risk (as defined by Kent & Taylor, 2002). This communication leads to an 
outcome of mutual understanding between the participants. According to the 
literature, all of these attributes must be present for dialogue to occur. 
Although the normative construct of dialogue in public relations specifies that 
behavioural change ought to be made by both organisations and stakeholders 
(Grunig, 1989) there is a definite emphasis in the literature on this form of 
communication resulting in changes to organisational behaviour. The behaviour 
change expected of the organisation as the final outcome of normative dialogue in 
public relations (discussed in the previous section) might be seen as a way of 
determining the existence of the desirable attributes in the dialogic environment. An 
organisation that is willing and able to demonstrate these orientations towards its 
stakeholders and the process of communication might most clearly be identified by 
the subsequent changes it makes in its behaviour to accommodate the expressed 
wishes of those stakeholders.  
This emphasis on the normative nature of dialogue clearly reflects the 
idealised perspective present throughout the work of the major dialogic philosophers 
analysed previously in this chapter. From the synthesis of the work of Kent and 
Taylor (2002) and the dialogue theorists, it is possible to articulate the characteristics 
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of the elements of normative dialogue in public relations. These characteristics are 
presented in Table 2-5 below: 
 
Table 2-5: The characteristics of the elements of normative dialogue in public relations 
(Source: Derived from the literature for this thesis) 
 
Element Characteristics 
Motivation 
 
Acknowledgement of the interdependent nature of the relationship 
between participants 
 
Respect between participants 
 
A desire to understand one another better 
 
Mutuality 
  
Implementation 
 
Two-way communication on any topic of interest between all 
parties who want to participate regardless of their power or 
influence 
 
Willingness and ability to be truthful, and to respectfully accept 
input that might be inconvenient or unsettling 
 
A desire to develop and maintain a safe, supportive environment 
for the expression of participants’ thoughts and feelings 
 
Mutuality 
 
Empathy 
 
Risk 
 
Commitment 
 
 
Outcome  
 
 
Willingness and ability among all participants to make decisions – 
and possibly change behaviour – to better accommodate the 
expressed needs of others in order to improve/enhance 
relationships  
 
Mutuality 
 
Propinquity 
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This previously unacknowledged conflation of normative dialogue and 
dialogue in public relations might explain the repeated assertion that dialogue is 
difficult if not impossible to carry out in practice. It might be that it is this normative 
form of dialogue that is difficult/impossible to undertake. In order to clarify this 
possibility, a further review of literature was conducted, looking at how the 
implementation of dialogue in public relations is discussed. 
 
2.4 Discussions in the literature on the implementation of dialogue in public relations 
practice 
Despite the development of a clear normative concept of dialogue in public 
relations, there appeared to be a significant dearth of discussion of its actual 
implementation in practice. Pieczka (2011, p. 108) notes that interest in dialogue in 
public relations has remained at the level of the normative concept, and has not 
translated into “developing expert dialogic tools or spaces in which public relations 
experts routinely use such tools”. Kent and Taylor (2002) – staunch advocates of 
Pearson-esque dialogue – go further and state that not only is operationalising this 
form of dialogue difficult, it might not even be possible. This suggested that perhaps 
constraints exist that make the implementation of dialogue in public relations 
problematic.  
This conclusion was supported by Woodward’s (2000, p. 260) comment that 
“public relations scholars…demonstrate that public relations practice is inherently 
directed toward dialogue, even in those instances when practitioners fall short of this 
norm”. In this statement he suggests that the abstract academic idea of dialogue has 
been clearly articulated as a normative, aspirational concept, which practitioners are 
perhaps aware of but find difficulty in attaining.  
Yet a plethora of literature exists advising practitioners on how two-way 
communication – variously labelled engagement and consultation – should be carried 
out in public relations. These guides are particularly evident in the government 
context, in which two-way communication is rapidly becoming enshrined in law as a 
requirement of departmental decision-making. For example, authors such as Bailey 
(2007) and Chen (2007) have produced how-to guides showing practitioners the 
‘best’ ways to use online tools to conduct two-way communication. Internationally, 
the United Nations has also developed similar guides on how practitioners should 
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carry out inclusive two-way communication (United Nations Development 
Programme, 1997). A detailed consideration of the contents of such guides revealed 
that, like Kent and Taylor’s (2002) discussion of how to incorporate dialogue into 
public relations practice, the ideas presented all relate to how dialogue should or 
could be done.  
The extant literature on the actual implementation of two-way 
communication in public relations – case studies such as those provided by Crase, 
Dollery, and Wallis (2005), Brackertz, Zwart, Meredyth, and Ralston (2005), and 
Cook (2002) – tend to refer to instances of communication that fall short of the 
normative ideals of dialogue. In Crase et al.’s (2005) study, the authors conclude that 
many actual instances of two-way communication, which they refer to as 
consultation, are often “sub-optimal” in their implementation. In other words, these 
instances deviate from the optimal or normative ideal, which Crase et al. (2005) 
described in terms that closely reflect the normative concept of dialogue identified in 
the literature. The case presented by Brackertz et al. (2005) similarly describes a 
situation in which an ideal form of communication could not be achieved because of 
practical constraints on its implementation. Cook (2002, p. 516) describes two-way 
communication in the form of consultation as “a crucial yet deeply problematic 
process”, requiring the development of new forms of implementation. 
Other areas of communication studies beyond the usual parameters of public 
relations also make reference to dialogue in organisational practice. These include 
stakeholder dialogue (such as Kaptein & Van Tulder, 2003; and Unerman & Bennett, 
2004, for example); science communication (including van der Sanden & Meijman, 
2008); and the plethora of literature on public engagement and participation.  
Discussions in these areas also highlight the difficulties and challenges faced 
by practitioners attempting to undertake dialogue in their work. In the area of 
stakeholder dialogue, for example, Pedersen (2006, p. 138) acknowledges the 
existence of “three “filters” that may constrain companies’ ability to implement 
stakeholder dialogue”. These constraints include negative behaviour from 
stakeholders such as sanctions and activism; and the determination of the ‘rules’ of 
the dialogue by the organisation involved, such as limits on which stakeholders are 
invited to participate (Pedersen, 2006, p. 158). His conclusion is “that translating the 
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stakeholder dialogue into practice is a simplification process that can only 
approximate the “ideal” dialogue situation” (Pedersen, 2006, p. 158). 
Others have also discussed the relevance of dialogue to organisations. Isaac’s 
(1993) influential work on the role of dialogue in helping organisations learn – a 
connection also discussed by Senge (1994) among others – builds on the assumption 
that such dialogue takes place in a highly structured and mannered way that clearly 
resonates with the normative tenets identified in the literature. In Isaac’s (1993) 
work, decisions on organisational business matters are reached through mutually-
respectful and appreciative communication from which ideas emerge that are 
accepted by all participants. Such decisions are therefore more likely to result in 
organisational behaviour that is both successful and sustainable.  
The emphasis in Isaac’s (1993) early writing is again on how this dialogue 
should or ought to be conducted to achieve such outcomes. He subsequently sought 
to find ways to operationalise these ideas in practice, resulting in the foundation of 
the Dialogue Project at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (Zúñiga & Nagda, 
2001). This project aimed to explore the linkages between dialogue and systems 
theory, a theory that was well-established as a basis for understanding the form and 
function of public relations at that time (see, for example, Cutlip et al., 1985). As a 
result, Isaacs identified and/or was involved in a number of instances where dialogue 
was apparently undertaken by organisations (as in Isaacs, 1994).   
Based on these experiences, he proposed an action theory of dialogue which 
he suggested would resolve the apparent paradox that making dialogue 
““operational” is to fall into the trap of working from the very orientation that 
prevents dialogue from being experienced” (Isaacs, 2001, p. 714). This action theory 
was based on three elements: the suspension of assumptions by all participants; the 
provision of a container or changed perceptions, allowing participants to focus on 
their environment rather than problem-solving; and the use of “proprioceptive 
attention . . . a kind of mindful selfreflection that slows down thinking and opens the 
possibility for insight” (Isaacs, 2001, p. 734). In providing case examples where 
dialogue based on these three elements occurred, Isaacs (2001) also noted the 
difficulties faced by those involved in its facilitation (who were not public relations 
practitioners). The challenges faced included the length of time required for 
participants to acquire the skills necessary to undertake this form of communication, 
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together with the costs incurred by the company in its facilitation. However, even 
more challenging to the application of the label ‘dialogue’ to this interaction was the 
ongoing mutual hostility between the participants that Isaacs (2001) noted. Although 
his model proposes a shift from instability and conflict to creativity through the use 
of dialogue, the case example from which the proposition was drawn saw the 
collapse of this dialogue because of participants’ mistrust and suspicion (Isaacs, 
2001). Thus the operationalisation of dialogue in this organisational context was seen 
to be incredibly difficult to achieve, fleeting in nature, and the benefits of its claimed 
outcomes somewhat dubious. 
The conclusion of this section of the literature review therefore was that those 
who claim that dialogue in public relations is difficult or impossible to undertake are 
in fact critiquing the implementation of its normative characteristics: it is these 
characteristics that the scholars are actually asserting are challenging in the extreme 
to practitioners. Thus Kent and Taylor’s (2002) contribution to a dialogic theory of 
public relations is based a clearly articulated normative perspective that cannot – 
apparently – be easily translated into practice.  
Grunig et al. (2002, p. 291) seem quite comfortable with this apparent 
disjuncture between normative theory and practice in general, stating 
In developing a normative theory, theorists have no obligation to show that an 
activity actually is conducted in the way the theory describes. They must only 
show that if an activity were to be conducted as the theory prescribes, it 
would be effective. 
 
However, they qualify this by clarifying that if a normative theory could not 
be implemented “then it would not be a good theory” (Grunig et al., 2002, p. 291). 
They contend that the two-way symmetric model of public relations “describes how 
excellent public relations should be practiced” (Grunig et al., 2002, p. 291) and 
therefore imply that it is possible to implement their ideas. They conclude – 
apparently paradoxically – that “Public relations practitioners do indeed practice all 
of them [the four models of public relations, including the two-way symmetric 
model]…[but] practitioners generally do not practice the model that would be best 
for their organizations” (Grunig et al., 2002, p. 292) – which they had already 
determined to be the two-way symmetric model of public relations. 
In order to add to the conversation around the development of a dialogic 
theory of public relations, a consideration of this gap between the putative normative 
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aspect and the practical implementation of dialogue in public relations was required. 
Logically, the best way to find out whether constraints existed that prevented the 
operationalisation of dialogue in this practice context would be to conduct research 
with those practitioners who might have relevant experiences to contribute for 
analysis. 
2.5 Chapter 2 summary and conclusions 
The conclusion of the literature review carried out for this thesis was 
therefore that dialogue is a complex concept that has been studied deeply for 
millennia. At its heart is the conduct of a process of two-way communication, which 
has long been seen as being central to the field of public relations. However, 
dialogue in public relations has not been deeply reflected on or discussed as a 
discrete concept. It has largely been subsumed into other conversations, such as that 
around Grunig and Hunt’s four models (especially the two-way models). 
A review of the work of five eminent dialogue theorists – Buber, Rogers, 
Gadamer, Bakhtin, and Bohm – led to the identification of three consistent elements 
of dialogue across the work of these theorists (the motivation of participants to 
communicate, the way in which the communication was implemented, and the 
outcome of that communication). Further, each of these elements was found to 
demonstrate certain characteristics across the dialogue literature: the motivation was 
consistently found to be a desire to better understand other participants; the 
implementation involved responsive, respectful, empathetic two-way 
communication; and the outcome was found to be shared understanding (see Table 
2.2). These elements and their characteristics provided a set of lenses through which 
the public relations literature was studied, enabling the identification and analysis of 
relevant content.  
The rise of the relational perspective on public relations led to more focus on 
dialogue, as relationship management depends on the conduct of two-way 
communication between organisations and stakeholders. This resulted in the 
emergence of a relational perspective on dialogue in public relations, which positions 
it as the conduct of two-way communication between organisations and stakeholders 
leading to mutual understanding and hence improved relationships. These improved 
relationships were closely linked in the literature to behaviour by stakeholders that 
organisations deemed to be desirable. 
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The effect of the societal dialogic turn has only recently become apparent in 
the public relations literature. What is clear, however, is the continuation of the 
existing perception of dialogue as an ideal form of two-way communication 
conducted by organisations and stakeholders en route to mutual understanding. 
The conclusion of this review was that there were marked similarities 
between the dialogue theorists’ concept of a normative ideal of two-way 
communication, and the framing of dialogue in the public relations literature (see 
Table 2.3). The label of ‘dialogue’ has in fact been applied in public relations to 
discussions about one normative, idealised, aspirational form, what is referred to by 
Bohm (2006; Bohm et al., 1991) as Dialogue. The synthesis of the work of the 
dialogue theorists selected for review in this thesis with Kent and Taylor’s (2002) 
principles of dialogue in public relations provided a framework for articulating the 
characteristics of the elements of normative dialogue in public relations (see Table 
2.5).  
Articulating the characteristics of normative dialogue in public relations 
allowed the identification of relevant literature for review. This review emphasised 
the fact that there was little written about the actual implementation of normative 
dialogue in public relations. The repeated refrain of academics and practitioners in 
the limited amount of literature available was that dialogue was desirable but hard to 
do – perhaps even impossible. Synthesising the findings of the previous section of 
the literature review with this indicated that perhaps what they were in fact 
concerned about was the (im)possibility of undertaking normative dialogue in public 
relations practice. 
The conclusion of this literature review therefore was that there has been a 
significant focus on articulating a normative perspective on dialogue in public 
relations, but no attention has been given to developing an applied or empirical 
perspective. An articulation of this missing perspective was required not only to 
contribute to the development of a well-rounded dialogic theory of public relations; 
but also to address the disjuncture between the normative status of dialogue and the 
alleged difficulty in its implementation in public relations. This gap in the literature 
needed to be filled before a dialogic theory of public relations could be developed 
further.  
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As the missing perspective related strongly to the conduct or implementation 
of normative dialogue in public relations, the logical conclusion was to seek data to 
address this gap from those likely to be best informed about such practice – public 
relations practitioners. Data obtained from practitioners in relation to their 
experiences of communication in their work could be analysed to identify their 
perspectives on the characteristics of its motivations, implementation and outcomes. 
These characteristics could then be compared to those of the normative concept of 
dialogue, so that it would be possible to determine the significance of normative 
dialogue to the practice of public relations. Finally, the data and their subsequent 
analysis would also offer insights into the alleged difficulties in actually carrying out 
dialogue in public relations practice. 
Therefore the overarching research question was: what is the significance of 
dialogue to the practice of public relations? The data needed to answer this question 
were obtained by addressing three subsidiary (International Communication 
Association, 2013, pp. 64-65) research questions: 
 What are the public relations practitioner perspectives on the 
characteristics of the motivation, implementation, and outcome of 
two-way communication in public relations?  
 How do these characteristics relate to those of the normative form of 
dialogue? 
 What does this reveal about the alleged difficulties and/or 
impossibility of conducting dialogue in public relations? 
 
Chapter 3 following describes the approach taken to obtain the data needed to 
answer these questions, leading to the analysis and discussion of findings in Chapters 
4, 5, 6, and 7, and the answering of these research questions in Chapter 8. 
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CHAPTER 3 : METHODOLOGY 
This research was undertaken based on an understanding of dialogue derived 
from the review of the literature presented in Chapter 2. The conclusion of this 
review was that dialogue is a construct comprising three elements: the motivation of 
participants to enter into two-way communication, the implementation of that 
communication, and its outcomes. In the literature, each of these elements 
demonstrates aspirational characteristics. This normative form of dialogue has been 
used as the unacknowledged focus of discussions of dialogue in public relations. 
However, because of a lack of empirical data there are gaps in the extant literature in 
relation to the implementation of dialogue in public relations.  
It was decided that this gap could be addressed by asking public relations 
practitioners to identify and discuss occurrences of dialogue in their work. It was 
assumed that many – perhaps even most – public relations practitioners would have 
had little if any exposure to the views of the dialogic philosophers whose work was 
referenced in Chapter 2. However, this was not seen as being problematic to this 
research as the purpose of the data collection was to find examples that the public 
relations practitioners regarded as being occurrences of dialogue in their work. These 
examples provided data enabling a comparison between their perspectives on the 
characteristics of dialogue in their work with the characteristics of normative 
dialogue that were presented in Chapter 2. It was the work of the researcher therefore 
to use these data to look for insights into the relevance of normative dialogue to the 
practice of public relations, and the reasons for this. The practitioners’ likely lack of 
familiarity with academic understandings of dialogue was not seen as impacting 
negatively on the data to be collected. Indeed, their untrammelled view of dialogue 
was actively sought as a means of understanding how the idea was operationalised in 
practice, and the consequent significance of the normative perspective to the work of 
public relations practitioners. 
The overarching question posed at the end of Chapter 2 therefore was: what 
is the significance of dialogue to the practice of public relations? This formed the 
overarching research question guiding the collection and analysis of data for this 
thesis. Three subsidiary (Blaikie, 2009, pp. 64-65)  research questions were also 
posed, the answers to which would address the empirical data gap in the literature:  
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 What are the public relations practitioner perspectives on the 
characteristics of the motivation, implementation, and outcome of 
two-way communication in public relations practice?  
 How do these characteristics relate to those of the normative form of 
dialogue? 
 What does this reveal about the alleged difficulties and/or 
impossibility of conducting dialogue in public relations? 
The answer to these questions provided the information needed to articulate a 
practitioner perspective on dialogue in public relations, which addressed the gaps in 
the extant literature. This in turn added to the understanding of the contribution of 
this practitioner perspective to the overall theorising of dialogue in public relations. 
The research for this thesis was carried out to “refine the concepts…and 
identify preliminary relationships” (Neuman, 2004, p. 30) within the construct of 
dialogue from the perspective of those who undertake the practice of public relations 
– that is, public relations practitioners. The overall approach adopted in the research 
for this thesis was therefore in large part dictated by the type of information needed 
to answer the research questions. Having identified that the extant literature did not 
adequately cover the applied perspective on dialogue in public relations, data were 
required to shine a light on this under-theorised area of practice.  
Taking as a starting point the conduct of two-way communication that is 
central to dialogue, it was necessary to discover not only what public relations 
practitioners did and how they did it (implementation), but why they did it 
(motivation), and what happened as a result too (outcome). This enabled the 
identification of practitioner perspectives on the characteristics of each of these 
elements in two-way communication, which could then be compared with those of 
dialogue (see Chapter 2). The use of this framework allowed close and direct 
comparisons between two-way communication as it occurred in public relations 
practice, and the normative form of dialogue. In turn, this provided information 
about the difficulties – or otherwise – of implementing normative dialogue, which 
would give insights into the repeated refrain in the literature of that translating this 
normative form into practice is virtually impossible. 
The content of these questions clearly indicated that raw data on the conduct 
of two-way communication in public relations would need to be provided by current 
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public relations practitioners. The need to seek data from public relations 
practitioners played a significant role in determining the overall approach to the 
research for this thesis. This approach – and its impact on the way the research was 
carried out – is described in the chapter that follows. The chapter is divided into 
three linked sections: the first section addresses the question of the guiding 
epistemology for the research; the second section looks at how this influenced the 
choice of research techniques, the sample selection, and the development of research 
instruments; and finally, the third section describes how the data were collected and 
analysed. Relevant limitations and ethical considerations are also acknowledged and 
discussed. 
 
3.1 Overall approach and epistemology 
Given that the data required on the significance of normative dialogue to 
public relations involved the participants’ thoughts and feelings on two-way 
communication in their work, a qualitative approach to the research was called for. 
Qualitative research means "any kind of research that produces findings not arrived 
at by means of statistical procedures or other means of quantification" (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, p. 17). The qualitative epistemology emphasises the importance of 
understanding human subjectivities and values in interpreting situations, and 
suggests that these are best revealed through the use of non-empirical instruments 
and measures. This is particularly useful in the study of human interactions such as 
those undertaken in the conduct of dialogue.  
The decision to undertake qualitative research for this thesis was supported 
by the work of researchers such as Hoepfl (1997), Marshall and Rossman (2010), 
and Silverman (2005) – among many others – who concluded that a qualitative 
approach was most appropriate for researchers seeking a “way of uncovering or 
deconstructing the meanings of a phenomenon” (Thorne, 2000, p. 68). The 
phenomenon of study was two-way communication in public relations: the research 
sought to articulate an empirical perspective on this phenomenon by understanding 
its meaning to public relations practitioners; and the significance – if any – of 
normative dialogue to that empirical perspective.  
As Marshall and Rossman (2010, p. 33) state, “Historically, qualitative 
methodologists have described three major purposes for research: to explore, 
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explain, or describe the phenomenon of interest…Many qualitative studies are 
descriptive and exploratory: They build rich descriptions of complex circumstances 
that are unexplored in the literature” (emphasis in original). This description of the 
purposes of qualitative research aligns with the purposes of the research in this 
thesis. Applying Marshall and Rossman’s (2010) concepts, this research was 
required to explore, explain and describe the motivations, implementation, and 
outcomes of two-way communication in contemporary public relations practice 
resulting in a rich description and initial modelling of the complex circumstances of 
this phenomenon. This approach allowed comparisons with the characteristics of 
dialogue, and hence determined the significance of this form of communication to 
public relations practice. 
A qualitative approach to research enables the researcher to uncover deep and 
rich information about a subject, which is no less valid for its subjectivity and may 
indeed even lend itself to application elsewhere (Scott & Usher, 1999). Thus 
employing a qualitative methodology meant it was possible to explore any insights 
that a practitioner offered into their work for relevance in answering the research 
questions referred to earlier. Using a qualitative approach therefore was the most 
logical and appropriate way to uncover the deep, rich information required to 
provide meaningful answers to these questions.  
 
3.1.2 Interpretive 
An understanding of the practice of two-way communication in public 
relations – and consequently the significance of normative dialogue in the practice of 
public relations – could best be gained from the meanings and perceptions 
participants ascribed to that communication. Although the three-part framework of 
motivations, implementation, and outcomes derived from the literature was used as a 
starting point, variables in the characteristics of those elements were not predefined. 
Rather, information from the research participants was gathered under these 
headings in order to interpret their perspectives on the elements of two-way 
communication, and consequently to understand how these related to the 
characteristics of normative dialogue.  
Thus an interpretive approach to answering the research questions was 
adopted. The interpretive approach provided insights into “the inner world, intimate 
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worldview, and personal perspective of the people studied” (Neuman, 2004, pp. 42-
43). As a consequence the phenomenon of two-way communication in public 
relations was understood through the meanings that the research participants 
assigned to its elements (such an approach is discussed in Deetz, 1996, for example). 
Rather than assuming that there was an objective truth about the practitioner 
perspective on two-way communication in public relations that could be uncovered, 
it was seen as a phenomenon about which “people create and associate their own 
subjective and intersubjective meanings as they interact with the world around them” 
(Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991, p. 5). Walsham (2006, p. 320) presented a similar 
understanding of interpretive approaches to research, noting that they  
start from the position that our knowledge of reality, including the domain of 
human action, is a social construction by human actors. Our theories 
concerning reality are ways of making sense of the world, and shared 
meanings are a form of intersubjectivity rather than objectivity. 
 
Data were sought that provided understanding of how public relations 
practitioners as “human actors” made sense of the motivations, implementation, and 
outcomes of two-way communication in their work. Thus, the role of the researcher 
in this project was to “attempt to understand phenomena through accessing the 
meanings that participants assign to them” (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991, p. 5).  
 
3.2 Method 
A review of the literature on research methods (such as Berg, 2006; Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 2009; Eisenhardt, 2002; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Huberman 
& Miles, 2002) led to the conclusion that there were a number of factors suggesting 
that interviews – and specifically, long interviews – with research participants were 
the most effective technique for the research in this thesis. This was based on an 
understanding of such interviews as “one of the most powerful methods in the 
qualitative armory” (McCracken, 1988, p.9).  
The particular strength of the long interview lies in its capacity to “see the 
content and pattern of daily experience. The long interview gives us the opportunity 
to step into the mind of another person, to see and experience the world as they do 
themselves” (McCracken, 1988, p.9). A long interview provided the time and 
connection with interviewees necessary to enable an appropriately-detailed 
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discussion about how they saw two-way communication in their work, and what 
motivated or constrained their actions in the execution of this communication. 
The capturing of practitioners’ points of view was central to this research in 
order to populate the relatively unknown landscape of the significance of normative 
dialogue to public relations practice. However, there are certain well-recognised 
issues in adopting such a method of data gathering. The most obvious is the reliance 
on the individual participants’ recollection of situations and events, which may be 
skewed by time or personal bias (Garfinkel, 1967; Pearson, Ross, & Dawes, 1992); 
or even by the desire to provide information perceived as being appropriate or ‘right’ 
in the interview context (Alvesson, 2009). In the case of this research, however, this 
subjective recollection was not regarded as a major methodological limitation since 
it was in fact these perceptions that were being sought. It was actually valid to hear 
what the practitioners thought and felt about their work and how they do it, so some 
errors in factual recollection were not particularly significant. What was important 
within the interpretive framework chosen was to adopt was the gathering of 
participants’ full and frank disclosure of their experiences as they saw it.  
The data gathering required participants to provide their own stories about 
what they did, how they carried out their practice, why they did it in that way, and 
what happened as a result. The fieldwork portion of the research for this thesis 
therefore focused on the experiences of the public relations practitioner participants. 
It invited these participants to talk about their day-to-day work, giving data that was 
used to identify instances of two-way communication, which had been identified in 
the literature review as being a consistent theme in discussions of dialogue. This 
provided data to “explain and make sense out of” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p.10) the 
practitioners’ experiences of two-way communication. The unit of analysis in this 
fieldwork was therefore two-way communication; the interviews with individual 
public relations practitioner were the data source that gave insight into this unit.  
 
3.3 The research sample 
The broad context chosen for the conduct of this research was that of public 
relations practice generally. Talking to practitioners about what they did, and how 
and why they did it provided the deep, rich data required for analysis and 
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interpretation to articulate the practitioner perspective on two-way communication 
and hence normative dialogue in public relations.  
In order to operationalise the conduct of the research however, it was 
necessary to refine this broad context to fall within workable limits. This refinement 
was conducted by applying a geographical limit to the selection of research 
participants. The context chosen for investigation was defined as encompassing a 
geographic area that could readily be accessed by the researcher. It was important to 
be able to reach appropriate participants in person in order to engage them in 
meaningful interview-based dialogue about their work. The geographic area chosen 
was that within a one hour drive of the researcher’s location in Brisbane, 
Queensland. This made it relatively easy for the interviewees and researcher to 
access each other in person, which is an important consideration in this type of 
research, where extended periods of conversation and/or repeated contact could be 
required. This pragmatic approach to determining the physical locus of interviewees 
– referred to as a “convenience” approach to sampling (Russell & Gregory, 2003) – 
is not regarded as posing any threat to the quality of the research or the validity of its 
findings (Corbin & Strauss, 2008)  although it is an important caveat to raise when 
discussing the generalisability of conclusions. 
Within this geographical limit, interviewees were selected from across all 
four public relations practice contexts, that is, corporate, government, trade and 
association, and not for profit sectors (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2006). Interviewees 
were also selected from both in house and consultancy practices. Such an approach  
to determining source contexts for interviewees– labelled “purposeful sampling” by 
Creswell and Clark (2007, p. 112) – allowed evidence to be provided that reflected a 
range of different practitioner experiences and motivations. This was an important 
step in developing “a good qualitative study” (Creswell & Clark, 2007, p. 112). 
There were no set ratios for these different interviewee categories as there is no clear 
indication in the literature of the proportions in practice. Both female and male 
interviewees were recruited in an approximate ratio of 4:1 respectively, reflecting 
current levels in practice (Smith, 2005). Interviewees were interviewed as individual 
practitioners, that is, not as representatives of their employers or clients. 
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3.3.1 Accessing the sample 
The first round of potential interviewee identification was based on their self-
declared involvement in the public relations industry. The scope of the search for 
potential research participants was also broadened to include those who practised 
public relations but who would not necessarily identify themselves with this label. 
The selection of appropriate research participants was achieved by devising an initial 
screening question that allowed the identification of people who had an appropriate 
contribution to make to this research, regardless of whether or not they would 
describe themselves as public relations practitioners. This identification was 
important in finding public relations practitioners across all public relations practice 
contexts. 
In a submission to the Australian Broadcasting Authority, Lelde McCoy, then 
president of the Public Relations Institute of Australia, outlined some of the 
functions that are the responsibility of public relations practitioners thus: 
The research, analysis and strategic planning of communications, including 
analysing and interpreting public opinion, attitudes and issues that might 
impact on the operations of an organisation;  
Counselling management at all levels with regard to policy decisions, courses 
of action and communications taking into account their public ramifications 
and the organisation’s social responsibilities;  
Campaign design and implementation including the dissemination of 
information about organisations; and  
Regular evaluation and reporting of communications initiatives to 
management.  
Elements of public relations can include media relations, community 
relations, issues management, crisis communications, special event 
organisation and marketing communications. (McCoy, 1999) 
 
Therefore a screening question was required that allowed potential 
participants to consider whether any of the above tasks were included in their day-to-
day work: if the answer was yes, then the practitioner was regarded as working in 
public relations, and was eligible to be invited to participate in the interview stage of 
the research. The simplest way to do this was to show potential participants the list 
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of tasks above (removing the mention of ‘public relations’ in the final paragraph) 
and ask them if they perform any of these functions in their work. Potential 
participants were given the list in writing by email, verbally over the phone, and in 
some instances by printing out a copy of the tasks for use in a face-to-face screening.  
This screening question was used to identify potential participants among 
communications practitioners at public relations events and seminars. This 
convenience approach (Marshall & Rossman, 2010) to sample selection is regarded 
as acceptable – even appropriate – in this type of exploratory research. As more 
participants were required, these practitioners were invited to provide contact details 
for other potential participants: this enabled the researcher to reach the desired 
number of interviews for this project (see below). The use of such a snowball 
sampling approach (Zhang, Shen, & Jiang, 2009) provided access to a greater range 
of participants than simply relying on personal contacts. It also provided a 
counterbalance to any personal biases (conscious or otherwise) that might have 
occurred if the choice of interview participants had been made only from among 
personal contacts.  
All potential participants who either self-identified as public relations 
practitioners, or who answered ‘Yes’ to the first screening question, were then asked 
a second screening question: are you willing to help out with some research? 
Sufficient facts about the requirements of the research were provided to allow the 
practitioner to make an informed provisional decision on their participation without 
going into so much detail that later discussions were prejudiced. If the answer to the 
second screening question was also yes, then details of the potential participant were 
recorded for formal contact at a later date according to Queensland University of 
Technology’s ethical clearance requirements. In order to facilitate the full and frank 
disclosure of their experiences, particularly if comments might be construed as being 
critical of other participants, interviewees were guaranteed that their data would be 
de-identified. This approach is well-recognised in the literature as providing a degree 
of reassurance to research participants that can result in them providing particularly 
rich and useful data (see, for example, Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Marshall & 
Rossman, 2010). As part of this guaranteed anonymity, each participant was 
randomly allocated a letter of the alphabet as an identifier. The full list of these 
Chapter 3: Methodology 
74 
 
participants, their identifiers, and relevant demographic information is presented as 
an appendix (Appendix 1) at the end of this thesis. 
 
3.3.2 Sample size 
It has been claimed that there is no definitive ‘right’ sample size  in 
qualitative research (Huberman & Miles, 2002; Priebe, Ross, & Low, 2008). There 
are instances of exploratory, concept-generating research – such as that being 
conducted for this thesis – drawing on the input of a relatively small number of 
respondents (such as the research reported by Little, Jordens, Paul, & Phillipson, 
1998). As a starting point, 20 participants was selected as being an appropriate 
number although this was revised as data saturation (Kerr, Nixon, & Wild, 2010) 
became evident at an earlier stage of the research. Eventually, 17 interviews were 
conducted, each running for between 60 and 85 minutes depending on the content of 
the discussion and the availability of the research participant. This resulted in the 
more than 20 hours of interview data recommended for analysis by Kvale (1996). 
This emergent approach to determining sample size is supported in Lincoln 
and Guba’s (1985) work on ‘naturalistic inquiry’, which involves researching human 
experiences and perceptions of their environments – as conducted in the research for 
this thesis. Lincoln and Guba’s (1985, p. 202) rationale for sampling allows for 
“continuous adjustment or ‘focusing’ of the sample” to accommodate the 
researcher’s developing understanding of the research findings during the gathering 
of data; as well as the use of redundancy or saturation as the imperative behind 
sample size.  
 
3.4 Semi-structured long interviews  
The data gathering was conducted in a series of long interviews with 
individual public relations practitioners. Interviews were scheduled at times and in 
locations that were mutually convenient to the interviewee and researcher. The 
interviews took place in informal, neutral settings such as a meeting room provided 
at Queensland University of Technology. This allowed the participants to engage 
more fully in their interview without the potential constraints or interruptions that 
might have resulted if the conversation had taken place within their work 
environment. It also helped to emphasise that the interviewee was speaking as a 
professional individual, not as an employee of any specific organisation.  
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An important consideration was that the meeting room was an ideal space for 
the audio recording of interviews. With the permission of the participants, each 
interview was recorded using a digital voice recorder. The content of the discussion 
was semi-structured or semi-standardised (Flick, 2009) in nature: that is, a set of 
open ended questions based on the research questions devised at the start of this 
chapter was used to lead the interviewee to provide relevant data. Open ended 
questions have been shown to lead to great accuracy among interviewees recalling 
specific instances in their professional and personal experience (Miller, Cardinal, & 
Glick, 1997). Allowance was made for the interview to follow unpredictable but 
relevant lines of enquiry that emerged during the discussion.  
The main purpose of the interviews remained to look for data that were 
directly useful in developing an understanding of the use of two-way communication 
in the practice of public relations. The questions used as a framework in the research 
interviews and the documents used to satisfy the relevant university ethical protocols 
are presented in Appendices 2 and 3 respectively. The word ‘dialogue’ was used 
repeatedly in the questions asked of the interviewees in order to focus their 
discussions on instances of communication in their work that they felt were relevant 
to this term. This approach was not based on the supposition that they would have 
any prior knowledge or understanding of the technical nature of this term as 
presented in the literature. Rather, it was intended to act as a reminder to the 
interviewees that the examples they provided should demonstrate what they 
construed as dialogue. In doing this, the researcher remained true to the principles of 
the interpretivist approach selected for this research, encouraging the participants to 
demonstrate through their choice of examples how they understood the meaning of 
the term. However, all examples of public relations practice provided by the 
interviewees were explored in the interviews using the three-part framework of 
motivation, implementation, and outcome. In this way data were obtained that would 
have enabled the identification of any instances of communication that were not two-
way in nature so that their significance to the practitioner perspective being 
articulated could have been considered. Subsequent analysis of the examples 
provided by the interviewees confirmed though that all of them were in fact based on 
the conduct of various forms of two-way communication. 
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One of the most challenging aspects of interview research is the need to be 
able to simultaneously gather data and interpret it consistently and meaningfully 
(McCracken, 1988). The researcher handled all of the data collection personally, as 
this consistently enabled the identification and exploration of potentially conflicting 
or particularly interesting information to take place as the situation demanded. The 
immediate responsiveness of the researcher to interviewee data also minimised the 
need to revisit interviewees for clarification of significant points, although some 
were contacted again after the initial interview to discuss points that came up in 
subsequent analysis.  
Achieving an appropriate level of enquiry during the interview relied on the 
researcher’s ability to identify any inconsistencies that arose during the conduct of 
the conversation. The need for contemporaneous data collection and analysis has 
long been recognised in a variety of fields as not only one of the distinctive 
challenges of qualitative research (see, for example, Boyatzis, 1998; Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008; Peel, Parry, Douglas, & Lawton, 2004), but also one of its greatest 
advantages. This is because the “constant comparative approach” (Peel et al., 2004, 
p.270) it allows offers researchers the chance to refine and fine tune their approach – 
including interview questions asked – leading to a better focus on the key concepts 
being considered. 
Over the course of the interviews the researcher was mentally comparing and 
contrasting the information provided by practitioners with the key themes and 
concepts of normative dialogue in public relations drawn from the literature. This 
allowed a clear focus on any areas of particular interest or significance that emerged. 
Contemporaneous notes were made on connections identified during the interviews: 
these rough notes were written up into field notes as soon as possible after the 
interviews concluded. The researcher also wrote up personal memoranda, including 
subjective feelings and comments on the interview. This was a key part of beginning 
the analysis of the data: as Maxwell (2005, pp. 12-13) says: 
Memos are one of the most important techniques you have for developing 
your own ideas. You should therefore think of memos as a way to help you 
understand your topic, setting, or study, not just as a way of recording or 
presenting an understanding you’ve already reached. . .Write memos as a 
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way of working on a problem you encounter in making sense of your topic, 
setting, study, or data.  
 
These field notes or memos captured aspects that might not have been 
evident in the audio recording, including such concepts as the body language and 
demeanour of the interview subject (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). These notes and 
reflections represented the first step in post-interview analysis. Further steps are 
discussed in the Section 3.6 following. 
The iterative approach to contemporaneous data gathering and analysis led to 
the conclusion after 15 interviews that data saturation (Charmaz, 2006) had been 
achieved: that is, no new ideas were being raised by participants. To be certain of 
this, another two interviews were carried out, which confirmed this conclusion. 
Subsequent analysis revealed that the 17 interviewees provided 82 examples of two-
way communication for analysis. A table summarising these examples is provided in 
Appendix 4. Selections of these examples were used to illustrate the findings of the 
analysis in Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7.  
 
3.5 Processing the interview material 
Each interview recording was transcribed by a professional transcriber 
following a set of ethical protocols (Appendix 5) and predetermined guidelines. As 
McLellan, MacQueen, and Neidig (2003, p. 71) note  “A systematic convention for 
handling this type of information needs to be addressed in the transcription 
guidelines”. The transcriber was asked to type up the interviews verbatim, only 
taking out ‘ums’ and ‘ahs’ (Burnard, 1994). This process of transcribing the 
interview data in this way facilitated subsequent coding of the transcript, which was 
a particular consideration in this research as specialist software was used in its 
analysis and repetition of non-value words such as those indicated might have 
affected its analysis (Lewins & Silver, 2007).  
Once transcription had been completed, the interview recordings were stored 
in a secure area of the University’s computer mainframe. The safe storage of digital 
audio material is an issue that has only recently been considered in the academic 
literature (see, for example, Hahn, 2008; Thissen, Sattaluri, McFarlane, & Biemer, 
2007). However, it is an important element of the anonymity and security of data that 
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was offered to each particpant prior to each interview (Appendix 3). Therefore it was 
considered early in the research method planning. As Thissen et al. (2007, p. 3) put it 
“Even though the survey may not deliberately record personally identifying 
information, it cannot be guaranteed to avoid it. For this reason, audio files are best 
treated as sensitive data”. The handling of this sensitive data is addressed in the 
section on ethics that follows. 
The translation of interview content from audio to written format – and 
subsequent re-reading of that transcript while listening to the interview recording to 
check for accuracy – provided the researcher opportunities to read the comments of 
interviewees and reconnect with their ideas. At this point the contemporaneous field 
notes and memos were also re-read. This reconnection with the data was an 
important part of the iterative process of detecting themes and patterns that made a 
contribution to the determination of coding points (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002).  
Another reason for repeated re-reading of the transcribed interviews was to 
check that all identifying details had been removed from the data provided. The 
interviewees had been guaranteed anonymity, so it was necessary to make sure that 
nothing remained in the transcripts that could identify the practitioner involved. This 
included details of locations of projects and company names, as well as specifics of 
the work involved in some cases. Each item that was removed was allocated a 
random numeric label – such as Organisation 27 or Location 5 – so that any excerpts 
containing this potentially-identifying information could be used in this thesis. 
Although the risk involved in allowing this type of information to appear in the 
thesis might be regarded as minimal, it would nonetheless have gone against both the 
letter and the spirit of the guarantee of anonimity offered to research participants, 
and would therefore have been morally inappropriate from the researcher’s 
perspective. 
 
3.6 Analysis 
Having gathered and processed the raw data, it was then necessary to analyse 
it as a precursor to articulating answers to the research questions previously 
specified. The approach taken in this research was based upon the use of themes and 
concepts drawn from the extant literature to analyse and explore the interview data, 
resulting in the building of an explanation about the phenomenon of interest – two-
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way communication in public relations practice. The goal in this situation was to 
look “for patterns in the results as well as idiosyncratic insights of individual 
participants” (Grunig, 2002, p.6). In such exploratory and descriptive research, the 
aim is not necessarily to conclude the study, but in fact to suggest and develop ideas 
that warrant further examination.  
A major defining characteristic of qualitative research – which might be seen 
as both a strength and a weakness – is its tendency to lead researchers to conduct 
data collection and analysis simultaneously, so that each shapes the other during the 
research process (see, for example, Bryman & Burgess, 1994; Sandelowski, 2000). 
As Daymon and Holloway (2002, p. 231) state, “In most qualitative approaches, 
analysis of the data does not take place in a single stage after you have collected your 
data, but is a continuous, systematic process which runs simultaneously with data 
collection”. Pope, Ziebland, and Mays (2006, p. 65) suggest that in fact this process 
occurs on a sliding scale, where collection and analysis are conducted in inverse 
proportion to each other as the research progresses.  
 
Figure 3-1: Model of the qualitative research process 
(Source: based on Pope et al., 2006, p.65) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This was something experienced in this research, as the researcher alternated 
between the complementary tasks of collecting the data and analysing. Initially, the 
focus was almost exclusively on gathering information from the research 
participants, but after the first four interviews analysis of the data obtained began. At 
first this involved identifying examples that demonstrated the occurrence of two-way 
communication. Within each of these examples comments relating to the three 
elements of dialogue derived from the literature (motivation, implementation, and 
outcome) were then identified. This analysis provided early insights into the possible 
similarities and differences between the characteristics of two-way public relations 
 Collect
Analyse 
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communication and those of normative dialogue. As Pope et al. (2006, p.65) 
conclude, “This type of analysis is almost inevitable in qualitative research; because 
the researcher is ‘in the field’ collecting the data it is impossible not to start thinking 
about what is being heard and seen”. 
The next round of analysis involved constant comparison of the interview 
data against the elements of dialogue determined in the literature review presented in 
Chapter 2 (see Section 3.7 for more on this approach). To facilitate this stage of the 
analysis, qualitative data analysis software (NVivo) was used, which meant the data 
had to be coded. 
 
3.6.1 Coding 
Once the interview transcripts were prepared, they were ready for coding. 
Coding frames were devised to identify material that would answer the research 
questions. As NVivo software was used to analyse the data, these coding frames 
were also used to create nodes. These in turn were applied to the individual interview 
data, and then reports were run identifying patterns and themes in the coded data 
(Bazeley, 2007). The potentially subjective aspects of deciding what the codes 
should be, and allocating codes to data are well-acknowledged in the literature (see, 
for example, Bazeley, 2007; Hutchison, Johnston, & Breckon, 2010; Weitzman, 
2000). As Gallois, Cretchley, and Watson (2012, p. 39) note, subjectivity is “hard to 
avoid when the meaning of the text must be determined and classified by the 
researcher”. However, as Lofland, Snow, Anderson, and Lofland (2006, p. 195) note, 
it is widely acknowledged and accepted that “researchers are the central agents in the 
analysis process” with all the autonomy that implies.  
The first ‘sweep’ of coding was carried out to identify data that referred to 
the elements of dialogue identified in the literature review, that is, the motivations of 
its participants to undertake the two-way communication involved, the process by 
which the communication was implemented, and the outcome of that 
communication. Within these clusters of data (or nodes), sub-nodes were 
concurrently created on the basis of recurrent themes indicating the characteristics of 
these elements that were observed in the data analysis. The creation of nodes and 
sub-nodes was facilitated by the use of consistent – though flexible – question 
frameworks in the data gathering that aligned with these elements (see Section 3.4).  
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What became apparent as this coding progressed was that the practitioners’ 
comments included insights not only into their own perceptions of two-way 
communication in their work, but also into their perceptions of the perspectives of 
the organisations and stakeholders also involved. Although the limitations of the 
subjective nature of these secondary perceptions had to be acknowledged, their 
appearance in the data added layers of richness and complexity that made significant 
contributions to answering the research questions. 
Some (such as Fielding, 2002) note that there has been some resistance to the 
use of computer assistance in qualitative data analysis. This may be attributed in part 
at least to what Johnston (2006, p. 381) refers to as “a false dichotomy between 
‘tool’ and ‘process’”, that has proved particularly challenging to some critics 
(Glaser, 2003). However, following Bazeley and Jackson (2013) and Hutchison et al. 
(2010) among many others, NVivo was used in the research for this thesis to 
facilitate and improve consistency in data analysis.  
Once the initial sift and sort of data was complete another round of analysis 
was undertaken to look for evidence in the data of how the examples provided 
related to the concept of normative dialogue. This information was required to 
answer one of the subsidiary research questions and made a significant contribution 
to the articulation of the practitioner perspective on dialogue in public relations as a 
whole. As a starting point in locating normative dialogue, interviewee comments that 
related to the principles developed by Kent and Taylor (2002) in their description of 
its characteristics – that is, mutuality, propinquity etc. – were sought. These 
principles provided a valid starting point because Kent and Taylor’s (2002) work had 
suggested they would be characteristic of normative dialogue. Comments and 
descriptions in interviewee examples that demonstrated the relevance of one or more 
of these characteristics were coded appropriately. This enabled the use of NVivo’s 
capacity to look for recurrent patterns of occurrence – or non-occurrence – across all 
the interviews (Bazeley, 2007).  
As the practitioners were unlikely to use the labels developed by Kent and 
Taylor (2002) in their articulation of the principles of dialogue in public relations, a 
template was developed to make sure all relevant comments by the interviewees 
were taken into account. This template is presented in Table 3-1following: 
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Table 3-1:  Template for identifying and classifying data relevant to the framework of the 
characteristics of dialogue 
 (Source: Adapted from Kent and Taylor, 2002) 
Characteristic Evidence in the interview data 
Mutuality 
Sharing information 
Acknowledging inter-dependency between organisation and 
stakeholders  
 Any suggestion that the interviewee’s organisation took 
control of a consultation or engagement event might, for 
instance, indicate a lack of spirit of mutual equality. 
 Evidence that practitioners see participants as partners or 
colleagues in their work demonstrated communal orientation. 
Propinquity 
Communication occurring before decisions are made 
Provision of adequate resources to undertake communication 
 Look for indications that the interviewee was trying to seek 
approval for a decision that had already been made (contrary 
to the immediacy of presence tenet).  
 
Empathy 
Demonstrate sympathy and support for others 
Acknowledging the rights of others 
 If the practitioner indicated they represented the other 
participants’ point of view to the organisation, this 
demonstrates supportiveness and collaboration. 
 If practitioners commented on their inclusion of 
disempowered participants, this demonstrates confirmation. 
 Indications that the purpose was to allow participants to 
express their point of view demonstrate collaboration. 
 Look for any expression of fondness (engagement) or 
empathy (supportiveness) for other participants. Also 
demonstrated by statements indicating that any public 
relations behaviour was motivated by the desire to do good 
for the participant(s) without explicit reward. 
Risk 
Unanticipated consequences 
Engaging with others who would not normally be involved 
 If interviewees say they pick and choose the stakeholders to 
communicate with – especially if there is an agenda about 
filtering out certain types of potential participant – then that is 
not dialogue. 
 Practitioners who commented positively on apparent 
differences in the appearance, behaviour, or priorities of other 
participants may be indicating recognition of strange 
otherness. 
Commitment 
Honesty and forthrightness 
Desire to achieve mutually-acceptable outcomes 
 Looking to see if there was a specific desired outcome which 
the organisation was working towards, which is antithetical to 
supportiveness and commitment to interpretation. 
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Comments that indicated the existence of perceptions and experiences that 
were antithetical to the characteristics of normative dialogue were also sought. These 
provided valuable insights into the occurrence of two-way communication that did 
not match up to the precepts of normative dialogue. This information was necessary 
to answer the research question about the relevance of the normative form to the 
practice of public relations, and also offered suggestions of the factors that might 
prevent or limit its occurrence. In addition, the coding process sought any other 
characteristics that Kent and Taylor (2002) had not identified in their discussion of 
the principles of dialogue in public relations, but which practitioners indicated were 
important to the conduct of two-way public relations communication. This round of 
analysis required a deeper and more sophisticated approach to coding than the 
previous sweeps, as many of the relevant ideas were present only by implication in 
practitioners’ comments about how and why they carried out two-way 
communication in the way they did. Using a template made the identification of 
relevant comments made by interviewees easier and more consistent. 
An unexpected and unanticipated theme began to emerge from the data at this 
point in the analysis. Repeated comments from interviewees indicated they 
experienced considerable tensions in their work as a result of their involvement in 
dialogue as they understood it. In order to better understand the origins and 
significance of these tensions, the data was revisited in a third round of analysis. This 
iterative and reflexive process of detecting themes and patterns in the data is typical 
of the qualitative, interpretitive approach used in this research (Ritchie & Spencer, 
2002). As Srivastava and Hopwood (1987, p. 77) stated “The role of iteration in 
qualitative data analysis, not as a repetitive mechanical task but as a reflexive 
process, is key to sparking insight and developing meaning”.  
 
3.7 Interpreting the data 
The analysis and coding of data described in the previous section was used to 
identify concepts of note, a precursor to the interpretation of that data. Interpretation 
has been defined as “assign[ing] significance or coherent meaning” (Neuman, 2006, 
p. 159). The process of data gathering and analysis had allowed the researcher to 
“get a feel for [dialogue in public relations] and to see the world as another person 
[the public relations practitioner] does” (Neuman, 2004, p. 37). The next stage was 
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to use this insight to assign significance and meaning to the themes within the data to 
develop an understanding of the meaning of dialogue in public relations practice.  
It was not the researcher’s subjective idea of significance that was assigned to 
the data though. More accurately, this stage of analysis required the identification of 
the significance assigned to those ideas by the interviewees, and their perceptions of 
the significance of them to the other participants involved in two-way public 
relations communication. The interpretive methodology used in this research 
required the translation of the meaning the interviewees gave the data from an 
individual response to a broader theoretical context: this is what Neuman (2006) 
referred to as moving from first-order interpretation to second-order interpretation. 
An interpretivist approach was therefore adopted in both the collection and analysis 
of the data. 
The process of interpretation was undertaken in a series of iterative loops, 
drawing on the contents of nodes and sub-nodes, and using these to confirm or refute 
emergent impressions of themes and trends emerging from the data. This approach to 
interpreting data is recognised as a useful way to capitalise on NVivo’s strengths – 
such as improving the rigour of the analytical process – without stifling the “fluid 
and creative” way in which thematic ideas emerge (Welsh, 2002, ¶12).  
However, this is not to infer that the process of analysis and interpretation 
was in any way mysterious or inexplicable: as Thorne (2000 ¶2) puts it,  
…in describing their processes, some authors use language that accentuates 
this sense of mystery and magic. For example, they may claim that their 
conceptual categories “emerged” from the data—almost as if they left the 
raw data out overnight and awoke to find that the data analysis fairies had 
organised the data into a coherent new structure that explained everything! 
 
The constant comparative method – originally developed by Glaser and 
Strauss (1967) in relation to the grounded approach to developing theory – was used 
in interpreting the data. This method is now recognised across the qualitative 
methodological spectrum as a useful way of interpreting data (Boeije, 2002; Strauss 
& Corbin, 1990). The constant comparative method involved the formulation of 
ideas about the relevance of the categories of the motivation, implementation, and 
outcomes of dialogue to the work of public relations practitioners, and their 
perceptions of each of these elements, right from the first interview. The 
interpretation began by looking at the nodes and sub-nodes coded within each 
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interview as a way of understanding the significance the individual interviewee 
assigned to each. As more interviews were conducted, each data set provided new 
insights, which were compared and contrasted with the conclusions from the 
previous interviews. This “cycle of comparison and reflection on ‘old’ and ‘new’ 
material” (Boeije, 2002, p. 393) had two benefits: firstly, it allowed the development 
of a rich and well-justified story of the interviewees’ perspectives on two-way 
communication in their work. Secondly, it enabled the identification of the point at 
which no new insights were forthcoming from the interviews – in other words, it 
showed when data saturation was reached, and the gathering of new data could stop.  
The interpretation of data by a “process of moving from the everyday 
descriptions and meanings given by people, to categories and concepts that create the 
basis of an understanding or an explanation to [sic] the phenomenon described” 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 23) demonstrated an abductive approach to the 
reasoning required. Abduction is often linked with interpretivism as both require the 
researcher to move from “the facts to the possible explanation of the facts”  (Upshur, 
2001, p. 18). Acknowledging the relevance of abduction to this research project is 
also significant in the discussion of possible limitations that is presented later in this 
chapter. 
Initial conclusions from this round of analysis were that the practitioner 
perceptions of the characteristics of the elements of two-way public relations 
communication differed from those of dialogue. This analysis, its interpretation, and 
its conclusions are presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 of this thesis. 
The next stage of interpreting the data involved considering how those 
individual elements linked together. This was an important stage in articulating a 
practitioner perspective on two-way communication in public relations as a 
construct, rather than simply determining that perspective in relation to its individual 
component elements. At this stage the data was revisited again using NVivo to look 
for patterns in the connections between the elements. The possible permutations of 
the variations within two of those elements were considered: the two different ways 
in which two-way communication was implemented in the data and the three 
different outcomes interviewees said resulted from them. The element of motivation 
was excluded from this consideration as the themes of power and self-interest 
remained constant throughout all the examples given. 
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From the analysis and interpretation already carried out, it was determined 
that there would be six possible combinations of communication process and 
outcomes. The conclusion of this round of analysis and interpretation was that the 
examples of two-way communication in public relations provided by the 
interviewees in this research demonstrated the actual occurrence of four of these 
combinations of communication implementation and outcome. These four 
combinations represent a typology of the pragmatic form of dialogue that occurs in 
public relations practice: this typology is presented and discussed in Chapter 7. What 
also emerged from this round of analysis and interpretation was confirmation of the 
existence of tensions in the conduct of pragmatic two-way public relations 
communication in public relations resulting from the combination of some of these 
processes and outcomes: these tensions are also discussed in Chapter 7. 
 
3.8 Ethical considerations 
The ethical considerations in the preparation of research protocols and 
collection of data for this research project have been guided by the resources 
provided by QUT’s Office of Research. As the answers to the research questions 
posed in this thesis require the conduct of research on human subjects, approval was 
sought from the QUT University Human Research Ethics Committee. This 
committee is “registered and accredited with the NHMRC to conduct research 
involving human participation (Registration # EC00171)” (Queensland University of 
Technology, 2009). The ethical clearance process required the submission and 
approval of a detailed research proposal before any data was collected. 
The nature of the research proposed in this thesis was categorised as low risk, 
since it did not involve work with at risk, vulnerable and other categories specified in 
the National Statement, and the nature of the data collected did not involve any 
foreseeable risk to participants (Queensland University of Technology, 2010). The 
low risk ethical clearance process at QUT involved the preparation and submission 
for approval of an informed consent package comprising a participant information 
sheet and consent form, and a template advertising recruitment flyer (amended as 
appropriate). Also submitted for approval were a detailed proposal of who would be 
invited to participate in the research, and an interview pro-forma: this latter item was 
of necessity broad in its scope as the semi-structured nature of the interviews meant 
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that a tight script was not appropriate. It was necessary to demonstrate that 
arrangements had been put in place to deal with the challenge of handling interview 
recordings that might feature sensitive information (described previously in this 
chapter). Interviewees provided data that were sensitive in terms of their content 
and/or their potential to identify participants, which meant protocols for the 
transcription of the interviews and the storage of the data had to be clearly specified 
and followed. Ethical clearance was obtained without restriction, and regular checks 
and updates meant that all protocols were followed as proposed. 
 
3.9 Limitations 
Any research project is likely to be subject to some limitations, which need to 
be acknowledged as part of the justification for the approach adopted. For qualitative 
research, these limitations tend to involve considerations of rigour, particularly in 
comparison with quantitative approaches. Some researchers have attempted to 
address this perceived limitation of qualitative research by grafting quantitative 
‘proofs’ of validity and reliability onto their work (this approach is critiqued, for 
example, by Barbour, 2001). However, as Kirk and Miller (1986) point out, this 
‘solution’ is inherently flawed as the qualitative and quantitative methodologies are 
intrinsically different and ‘measure’ different things: thus the attempt to validate one 
using the type of proof relevant to the other is meaningless. Kirk and Miller (1986, 
p.72) conclude that reliability in qualitative research must be demonstrated instead in 
the clarity and transparency with which the researcher presents “the loci of decisions 
internal to the research project” (p. 72) to public scrutiny. This chapter has presented 
the internal decisions made in relation to the gathering, analysis, and interpretation of 
data in this project in order to indicate the reliability of this research. 
Another perceived limitation – or at least, a criticism – of qualitative research 
is that it is impossible to replicate and/or its conclusions are rarely generalisable 
(Myers, 2000). Some qualitative interpretivist researchers (including Denzin, 1983) 
have long refuted the significance of generalisability to their work. As Denzin (1983, 
pp.133-134) notes,  
The interpretivist rejects generalization as a goal…for the interpretivist every 
instance of social interaction, if thickly described (Geertz, 1973), represents a 
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slice from the life world that is the proper subject matter for interpretive 
inquiry 
  
Following this lead, an interpretive approach and abductive reasoning in the 
analysis and interpretation of the data in this project were used in this research to 
provide “an adequate or best explanation of the available evidence” (Upshur, 2001, 
p. 22) of a “slice from the life world” (Denzin, 1983, p. 134) of public relations 
practitioners. In acknowledging this purpose it is however recognised that the 
conclusions derived from the data are likely to be specific to the particular 
participants in this research. Yet from these conclusions it was possible to articulate 
a contribution to the larger discussion of the nature of the practitioner perspective on 
dialogue in public relations. 
Additionally, limitations were evident in the selection of research participants 
and the size of the research sample. These limitations were acknowledged in the 
relevant preceding sections of this chapter, and have not negatively impacted on the 
worth of the data, nor the conclusions drawn from them. 
 
3.10 Chapter 3 summary and conclusions 
The purpose of this chapter has been to acknowledge and justify the choices 
made from the development of the research questions in Chapter 2 through to the 
conduct of the fieldwork portion of this project. In order to answer these questions, 
insights into practitioners’ thoughts and feelings as well as their behaviour in relation 
to the practice of two-way communication in public relations were needed. This led 
to the decision to adopt a qualitative methodology – and within that, an interpretive 
approach – in the collating and analysis of data. Semi-structured long interviews 
were selected as the best way of gathering appropriate data. Questions were devised 
for use as the framework of these interviews to provide the data needed to answer the 
subsidiary research questions – and hence the overall research question – without 
confusing or prejudicing the interviewees. Decisions were made about whom the 
research subjects would be, where they would be found, how many of them there 
would be, and how they would be approached. These decisions all had to be shown 
to be ethical in order to obtain the necessary clearance from the QUT Ethics 
Committee to actually undertake the field work part of this research. The final set of 
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choices was the setting up of coding frames for the analysis of interview data; and a 
consideration of how the abductive/interpretivist approach would be operationalised 
in the explication of the data. This chapter therefore demonstrates clear and justified 
links between the research questions posed at the end of Chapter 2, and the decisions 
made to obtain relevant data to answer them. 
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CHAPTER 4 : PARTICIPANT MOTIVATIONS TO ENGAGE IN 
TWO-WAY PUBLIC RELATIONS COMMUNICATION 
PRACTICES 
In interviews conducted for this thesis, current public relations practitioners 
were invited to discuss their work. Each interviewee (n = 17) provided multiple 
examples (n = 82 in total) of two-way communication in their work. These examples 
of two-way communication in public relations practice were analysed using the 
framework derived from the literature in Chapter 2 to identify and discuss the 
interviewees’ perceptions of participants’ motivations for entering into such 
communication; how it was implemented; and the outcomes that resulted. These 
perceptions were then additionally analysed for the insights they offered into the 
insights they offered into participant orientations to each other, to the process of 
communication, and to the outcomes that resulted. 
Analysis of the examples provided showed that two-way communication in 
public relations practice occurs between three sets of participants: organisations, 
organisational stakeholders (both internal and external), and public relations 
practitioners. The public relations practitioners interviewed clearly and consistently 
distinguished between themselves as either individuals or professionals, and their 
organisational employer or client. This chapter is structured around analyses of the 
interviewees’ perceptions of the motivations of each category of participant to 
engage in two-way communication with the other two participant types. Each section 
begins with an overview of the practitioners’ perceptions of the reasons why each 
type of participant becomes involved in two-way communication generally, before 
continuing on to look at the specific motivations they have for engaging with the 
other participants. Section 4.1 looks at public relations practitioners’ perceptions of 
their own reasons for engaging in two-way communication with organisations and 
with stakeholders. Section 4.2 discusses the reasons practitioners think organisations 
engage in two-way communication with public relations practitioners and 
stakeholders – both internal and external. Finally, Section 4.3 considers public 
relations practitioners’ insights into the motivations of stakeholders to engage in 
two-way communication with organisations: there is no separate discussion of their 
communication with public relations practitioners as the perception was that 
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stakeholders conflated the identities of public relations practitioners and 
organisations in the conduct of two-way communication. 
 
4.1 Motivations of public relations practitioners to engage in two-way 
communication   
In their discussions of the relevance of two-way communication to their 
work, all the interviewees – consultants and in-house practitioners (n=17) – talked 
about themselves as participants. The examples given by practitioners described how 
they undertook two-way communication in their work. This conclusion was 
supported by the adoption of an often-implicit participant perspective by the 
interviewees in the examples they provided.  
Interviewees described two-way communication occurring between 
themselves and organisations, and between themselves and organisational 
stakeholders. Interviewee S summarised this duality as follows: 
It’s about me giving a message to somebody out there in community or 
stakeholder land, then them giving me feedback on that message. I then take 
that dialogue that I’ve had with the community or stakeholder and turn it into 
a second lot of dialogue between myself and the client, telling them what the 
community or stakeholder has said. Then them giving me feedback on what 
their response or associated action will be as a result of that feedback. 
(Interviewee S) 
 
 This therefore suggested that if – as indicated in the literature – two or more 
participants were required to participate in the two-way communication within 
dialogue, then when it came to dialogue in public relations one of those participants 
had to be the public relations practitioner. The public relations practitioners clearly 
and consistently distinguished between themselves and their employer/client, 
offering their own perspective distinct from that of the organisation involved. 
Although this conclusion might sound obvious, it is a point that is largely 
unacknowledged in the current literature, which tends to position the two-way 
communication in dialogue in public relations as occurring between organisations 
and stakeholders (see Chapter 2 for more on this). However, the analysis of 
interviewee data indicated the existence of a distinct practitioner role in the conduct 
of two-way communication in public relations. The decoupling of this practitioner 
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role from the roles of the organisation and stakeholders involved allowed the 
identification and analysis of some significant points of tension for practitioners in 
the conduct of two-way communication in their work. These included having to 
undertake two-way communication in public relations practice when they felt 
personally or professionally that it was inappropriate to do so; and not being able to 
continue with communication to close the loop with stakeholders. These tensions 
will be identified and discussed in more detail later in this thesis. 
 
4.1.1 Fulfilling their expectations of their role as employees 
Simplistically, it could be argued that the public relations practitioners 
participated in two-way communication because their employers told them to do so. 
Certainly there was some indication of this motivation among the comments 
provided by interviewees noted their position as paid employees resulted in their 
expectation that they would follow instructions to engage in two-way 
communication. As Interviewee D put it, “…our client are paying us. So we have a 
responsibility to do what they want us to do”. Interviewee G noted pragmatically 
“…you need to think of them [the organisation] as your bread and butter, they are 
paying the mortgage. So you do what is best for them and you do what they ask” 
(Interviewee G). 
However, multiple interviewees provided comments to the effect that they 
were primarily motivated to participate in two-way communication by their 
expectation that it would enable them to fulfil their role as professionals.  
 
4.1.2 Fulfilling their expectations of their role as professionals  
Interviewees described how their own expectations of their role as a 
professional public relations practitioner motivated their participation in two-way 
communication. For some, this was because two-way communication allowed them 
to utilise skills and knowledge they felt were unique to their education and training 
in public relations. 
 
Utilising unique skills 
Multiple interviewees noted they brought unique professional abilities to the 
conduct of two-way communication in their work which enabled them to make the 
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experience beneficial for both organisations and stakeholders. They provided 
examples of the skills they had acquired in their professional training and experience 
that they believed were vital to the conduct of two-way communication. The skills 
claimed by public relations practitioners included the ability to craft effective 
messages from organisations to their stakeholders; creativity, to develop engaging 
content and interesting ways to present it; the capacity to think and respond quickly 
in times of stress; and high levels of understanding of technical issues and 
organisational priorities.  
Chief among the skills claimed by public relations practitioners – discussed 
by 16 of the 17 interviewees – was listening, specifically to stakeholders. 
Interviewee O was among those who cited the unique ability of public relations 
practitioners to listen as one of their defining skills in two-way communication. They 
felt that listening to stakeholders put them in the unique position to channel 
stakeholder views back to the organisation for consideration, thus increasing the 
likelihood that the communication would be mutually beneficial. “Dialogue done 
well is, I suppose using jargon is actively listening but also actively feeding back, 
making sure that all the voices are heard and, in our case, passing that dialogue on as 
well…” (Interviewee O). While they stopped short of claiming to be able to make 
the organisation listen and/or respond, they did suggest another reason for public 
relations practitioners to participate in two-way communication: their distinctive 
ability to facilitate communication from external stakeholders into the organisation. 
In this, they were echoing the well-established acknowledgement of the role of 
public relations practitioners as “boundary spanners” (see, for example, White & 
Dozier, 1992).  
 
Maintaining or improving organisation/stakeholder relationships 
Multiple interviewees commented on their expectation that their professional 
role would focus on the maintenance and enhancement of relationships between 
organisations and their stakeholders. This expectation could reasonably be inferred 
to result from the practitioners’ education and/or training, as well as their prior 
experience. Fifteen of the interviewees had tertiary degrees, within which courses 
may have included some reference to the significance of relationships to the work of 
public relations practitioners, and of two-way communication to those relationships 
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(see Chapter 2 for more on this). Certainly, the ten interviewees with public relations 
specialisations in their degrees would have been exposed to the perception that 
public relations is best carried out using two-way communication, as presented in the 
work of Grunig and Hunt  (1984). The putative normative status of this idea and its 
privileged status in university-level educational resources has already been discussed 
in Chapter 2 of this thesis (see also Macnamara, 2010). 
In addition, four interviewees specifically acknowledged their familiarity 
with the spectrum of participation between organisations and stakeholders developed 
by the IAP2 (International Association for Public Participation, 2000). This spectrum 
is based on the premise that two-way communication leads to beneficial outcomes 
for both organisations and their stakeholders. 
Both the IAP2 spectrum (International Association for Public Participation, 
2000) and the Grunig and Hunt  (1984) models of public relations are based on the 
assumption that the conduct of two-way communication between organisations and 
stakeholders by professional communicators is highly desirable. It is possible to 
conclude from this that the training and education of the majority of the interviewees 
could have led them to believe that two-way communication between organisations 
and their stakeholders was a good thing; and that public relations practitioners 
should encourage the conduct of dialogue in their work.  
Fourteen interviewees described their expectation that the conduct of two-
way communication in public relations – and their involvement in that 
communication – would lead to the maintenance or improvement of relationships 
between organisations and their stakeholders. Interviewee C commented that  
dialogue that underpins relationships is going on whether you are trying to 
clarify and resolve a specific issue or not…it’s that stuff that helps build up 
the understanding and your ability to pre-empt and understand what 
someone’s point of view is, how they’re likely to respond to an issue, all of 
that stuff (Interviewee C) 
 
As Interviewee M noted, “Our relationships [with stakeholders] can only 
work when we enter into dialogue and we [public relations practitioners] facilitate 
that process.” 
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Interviewee M also commented that dialogue – and hence two-way 
communication – is critical to the relationship between public relations practitioners 
and the organisations for which they work. 
You can’t build a relationship [with clients] without good dialogue, open 
dialogue. . .[Relationships are] - out of a 10 it would rate as an 11. So if we 
cannot as PR practitioners build a relationship with our clients, then it’s no 
point being in our game. (Interviewee M) 
 
Like many of the 14 interviewees, Interviewee L extended the link between 
the conduct of two-way communication and relationship management to include the 
achievement of mutual benefits from that communication: they commented “I guess 
the dialogue is [important to relationships]…we [organisations and stakeholders] 
both need each other. It’s a mutually beneficial relationship.” 
 From these and other similar comments, it became clear that the public 
relations practitioners interviewed shared an expectation that participating in two-
way communication would improve relationships all round, and be beneficial for all 
parties involved. This mutual benefit would both result from, and contribute to, the 
relationships between participants.  
 
4.1.3 Fulfilling expectations of both employee and professional roles  
Consideration of the examples provided by the interviewees showed that they 
were motivated to enter into two-way communication sometimes by their desire to 
fulfil their expectations of their role as an employee, and sometimes by their 
perception that it was the best way to fulfil their expectations of their professional 
role. However, there was a third category of motivation which demonstrated how 
public relations practitioners expected participating in two-way communication 
would allow them to satisfy both of these expectations simultaneously – in other 
words, how two-way communication could enable them to be both a ‘good’ 
employee and a ‘good’ public relations professional. 
As an employee, public relations practitioners felt they were obligated to 
achieve benefits for their employers. As Interviewee D commented, “We have an 
agenda…we’re working for our client.” The interviewees felt that facilitating two-
way communication between organisations and stakeholders would enable them to 
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satisfy this imperative while also maintaining and enhancing the relationship 
between them. 
This perspective was demonstrated in the number of examples of such 
relationships leading to ‘mutual benefit’ provided by the interviewees that could in 
fact ultimately be traced through to the achievement of organisational objectives. As 
Interviewee G put it, 
It [dialogue] is so important in the work that I do to develop those 
relationships and dialogue is how we do that. It’s how we establish those 
relationships, it’s how we maintain the relationships, it’s how we grow them 
so that they’re mutually beneficial…So the dialogue that you use to develop 
that relationship [with stakeholders] is critical to (a) developing that 
relationship and (b) maintaining that relationship so that it benefits the 
organisation that you work for and the organisation that you are doing the 
work for. (Interviewee G) 
  
Thus the idea of public relations practitioners being motivated to enter into 
two-way communication to enhance mutually-beneficial relationships between 
organisations and stakeholders appeared to be qualified by their desire to primarily 
benefit their clients/employers.  
The ‘mutual’ nature of the benefit identified by the interviewees occurred 
when organisational decisions were implemented with little or no damage to their 
relationship with their stakeholders. Public relations practitioners perceived that this 
type of ‘mutual benefit’ resulted from the use of two-way communication to 
minimise or mitigate the negative consequences of organisational decisions on the 
relationship between organisations and their stakeholders. This perception strongly 
motivated the public relations practitioners to enter into two-way public relations 
communication. 
 
Achieving stakeholder agreement, acceptance, or acquiescence 
Several of the public relations practitioners interviewed commented on how 
they were motivated to enter into two-way communication by expectations that it 
would be useful in achieving mutually-beneficial relationships that also benefited 
their clients/employers. Some commented that although they believed achieving 
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stakeholder agreement on organisational decisions would be the ideal way to develop 
such relationships, this consensus-building was aspirational and often unrealistic. 
Interviewee S summarised this perspective when they commented, “So ultimately 
you are looking for consensus or at least agreement across the community and it’s a 
very disparate community so you will never get consensus or agreement.” 
Interviewee O expressed a similar sentiment, and acknowledged they were 
motivated to participate in two-way communication on behalf of organisations 
because it helped achieve stakeholder acceptance of an organisational decision as a 
reasonable alternative to their agreement:  
You can’t always get consensus I don’t think. You try to get close to 
it…Well you’re never going to get 100 per cent of people to agree with 
something anyway, but even if they don’t agree they can understand – what 
the outcome I’m hoping for is even if they don’t agree with the outcome, at 
least they understand how that outcome was reached. (Interviewee O) 
 
Such comments indicated that in fact public relations practitioners were 
motivated to enter into two-way communication because of its usefulness in 
achieving stakeholder acceptance of organisational decisions, rather than agreement 
with them.  
Interviewees also said they were motivated to participate in two-way public 
relations communication even in circumstances where neither stakeholder agreement 
with, nor acceptance of, organisational decisions were possible nor likely. In these 
situations, the public relations practitioners saw two-way communication as a means 
of achieving stakeholder acquiescence to organisational decisions. In other words, 
the public relations practitioners were motivated by the expectation that at the very 
least they could use two-way communication to get stakeholders to go along with 
organisational decisions those stakeholders neither agreed with nor accepted.  
Interviewee P described how the achievement of stakeholder acquiescence 
could be a motivation for them to participate in two-way communication in some 
situations. This experienced practitioner described how in their work they noted that 
stakeholders often entered into two-way communication with organisations to 
influence organisational decisions (see Section 4.3.1). Interviewee P felt it was a 
unique benefit of two-way communication that when changes to organisational 
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decisions did not happen, they could still feel they had done their best for those 
stakeholders simply by involving them in that two-way communication. Interviewee 
P believed that stakeholders would also appreciate this involvement, and as a 
consequence, damage to the relationship between stakeholders and organisations 
resulting from the organisation’s persistence with its decisions would be minimised 
or mitigated. 
The public relations practitioners also believed their participation in two-way 
communication excused them walking away from an unresolved disagreement with 
stakeholders – that is, when there was no agreement or acceptance, and stakeholder 
acquiescence was the only result. As Interviewee K commented, 
I’m happy to end a conversation where there is no agreement that is met and 
both parties walk away and it’s a lose-lose. Well I kind of win as I haven’t 
given them anything. But I guess they lose out as they haven’t got what they 
want. In those cases, it’s just acknowledging their viewpoint, reiterating your 
position and just making it clear for that reason you can’t give them what 
they want. (Interviewee K) 
 
In summary, therefore, the interviewees were motivated to enter into two-
way communication by their expectation that it would allow them to achieve either 
stakeholder agreement with, acceptance of, or acquiescence to organisational 
decisions in a way that did not damage the relationship between organisations and 
stakeholders. Interviewee P and Interviewee T – both senior and experienced 
practitioners – commented that their previous successful use of two-way 
communication made them inclined to undertake it again. In both cases, the measure 
of such ‘success’ was the practitioners’ belief that two-way communication had 
helped them maintain relationships between organisations and stakeholders while 
avoiding or resolving issues that would have otherwise prevented their employers 
from achieving their goals.  
In summary, therefore, public relations practitioners said they were motivated 
to enter into two-way communication in their work because they believed it would 
allow them to meet three significant expectations they had of their role. Firstly, they 
perceived that undertaking two-way communication on organisational instructions 
was an important part of being a paid employee. Secondly, they believed that 
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facilitating two-way communication between organisations and stakeholders was 
essential to the maintenance of mutually-beneficial relationships between them, 
which the public relations practitioners regarded as being central to their professional 
role. Finally, public relations practitioners were motivated to enter into two-way 
communication by their expectation that it would allow them to satisfy another 
expectation of their employee role (to achieve benefits for their employer) as well as 
managing organisation/stakeholder relationships for mutual benefit. Public relations 
practitioners believed these mutual benefits were achieved by gaining stakeholder 
agreement with, acceptance of, or acquiescence to organisational decisions. The 
interviewees felt that these outcomes were much more likely when organisations and 
their stakeholders were involved in two-way communication with each other. These 
beliefs were attributed to the practitioners’ education, training, and experience.  
These motivations echo elements of the dialogic principles of mutuality and 
empathy (Kent & Taylor, 2002) demonstrating as they do an acknowledgement of 
the interconnectedness of the relationship between organisations and stakeholders. 
The practitioners’ desire to achieve some level of harmony between organisations 
and stakeholders around organisational decisions through two-way communication 
also demonstrates commitment as it recognises the existence of a continuing 
relationship between the two.  
It should again be noted at this point, however, that the public relations 
practitioners interviewed did not acknowledge they had any prior knowledge of or 
exposure to academic and theoretical discussions of dialogue. What they were 
presenting in these data were their stories of two-way communication in public 
relations practice – and what was starting to emerge from these stories was the 
existence of gaps between their practice and the precepts of dialogue as identified in 
the literature. 
 
4.2 Motivations of organisations to engage in two-way communication  
Interviewees expressed a clear belief that organisations were motivated to participate 
in two-way communication because the organisations expected it would benefit 
them. These benefits arose because the organisations expected that two-way 
communication allowed them to avoid or resolve issues in their favour. In each case, 
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organisations expected that public relations practitioners would conduct two-way 
communication so that it facilitated the achievement of organisational aims.  
 
4.2.1 Motivations of organisations to engage in two-way communication with 
stakeholders 
This section considers interviewees’ perceptions of why organisations enter into two-
way communication with their stakeholders, both external and internal. The 
conclusion of this analysis is that organisations sometimes enter into two-way 
communication because they are compelled to do so, and sometimes because they 
choose to. Regardless of the initial impetus, organisations are motivated to undertake 
two-way communication because they expect it will benefit them in some way. In 
practitioners’ estimations, organisations perceive that two-way communication with 
stakeholders will allow them to avoid or resolve issues that might otherwise prevent 
or disrupt the achievement of organisational ambitions.  
 
Satisfying powerful external stakeholders’ requirements  
Multiple examples from the interview data (n = 16) indicated that the public 
relations practitioners concerned believed their employers were sometimes legally 
obliged to enter into two-way communication with their stakeholders. Such 
observations were most common among those public relations practitioners working 
for organisations involved in construction and infrastructure development, and in the 
government sector. In these 16 instances, the organisations were required to engage 
in communication with community stakeholders by other external stakeholders (such 
as government) who had the power of veto over the organisation’s behaviour. Thus, 
there was a perception among the interviewees that the power of some external 
stakeholders placed the organisation under pressure to engage in communication 
with other, perhaps less-powerful stakeholder groups (see Figure 4-1). At no stage 
did any of the interviewees express any value in understanding the position of 
stakeholders other than as a means to identify potential challenges to the 
achievement of organisational objectives. Thus, there was no apparent connection to 
the empathy suggested in the literature as being indicative of dialogue; or to the idea 
from Freire discussed in Chapter 2 that dialogue provided a means for the 
“oppressed” to express their wishes. 
Figure 4-1: The influence of powerful external stakeholders on organisational participation 
in two-way public relations communication 
(Source: Developed from original research data) 
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Specifically, interviewees mentioned their employers’ need to meet the 
requirements of the Sustainable Planning Act (SPA) 2009 (Qld) (Environmental 
Defenders Office Qld., 2012). Application for developments classed as “assessable” 
under this Act specifically require the applicant to submit their plans to an impact 
assessment, which includes notifying the public of the development application and 
making them aware of their right to object. Such objections – properly made and 
supported – could materially affect a development or even prevent it from going 
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ahead (Environmental Defenders Office Qld., 2012). The interviewees in the 
research for this thesis offered examples relating to such mandatory communication 
as instances of two-way communication in their work.  
In all of the examples where organisations participated in two-way 
communication because they were legally obliged to do so, they were doing so to 
meet the explicit expectations of a powerful stakeholder group – that is, politicians. 
The politicians had the power of veto over the organisation’s behaviour, and 
ultimately its ability to meet its objectives. In these cases, the politicians’ 
expectations were perhaps that the (mandatory) incorporation of two-way 
communication into the planning approval process would show it to be fair and 
equitable to all stakeholders involved: engaging stakeholders in two-way 
communication has been suggested as an effective way to demonstrate and/or 
enhance the accountability of public officials and politicians involved in such 
decision-making (Roberts, 2002). Therefore the politicians could be seen, in fact, to 
be responding to their perceptions of the expectations of their powerful external 
stakeholders, primarily the voters on whom they depend for their position (see 
Figure 4-2). 
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Figure 4-2: The influence of community stakeholders on powerful external (political) 
stakeholders 
(Source: Developed from original research data) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The mandatory use of two-way communication is therefore arguably a means 
of implementing a series of checks and balances on organisational decisions that are 
likely to have such a significant impact on citizens that they require political 
approval.  
None of the interviewees expressed any hesitations or reservations about 
being expected to enter into this type of two-way communication. Their concerns 
Powerful 
external 
stakeholders 
(politicians) 
Organisation 
Public relations 
practitioner 
Other 
stakeholders 
(community) 
Legal requirement to 
undertake two-way 
communication 
Instruction to undertake 
two-way communication   
Two-way communication 
Pressure to 
be involved 
in decision-
making  
Chapter 4: Participant motivation to engage in two-way public relations communication 
104 
 
arose later when the processes involved in the conduct of mandatory two-way 
communication were discussed, and organisational limitations on responsiveness to 
stakeholders were noted as a source of tension. These are discussed in Chapter 5. 
Of the 43 examples provided by interviewees showing that two-way 
communication was initiated by organisations, the public relations practitioners 
involved believed 27 were started voluntarily: that is, there was no apparent legal 
requirement for the organisations involved to undertake two-way communication. In 
addition, in most of the development-related examples provided by interviewees, 
two-way communication with stakeholders continued once overall planning consent 
had been obtained. In some circumstances – such as those described in Project 33 by 
Interviewee P – this continuation of communication was part of the conditions of the 
consent. However, in others it was because the organisation decided that continuing 
to engage in two-way communication – but voluntarily – during the implementation 
phase of a project would be beneficial to the achievement of organisational 
objectives. Analysis of these examples showed that public relations practitioners 
believed this occurred for two main reasons: to avoid issues or to resolve them. One 
further category of reasons for organisational participation in public relations two-
way communication was also noted: an organisational desire to obtain resources 
other than information. However, this third category was only apparent in data 
provided by one interviewee. It was therefore classed as a minor heading and noted 
as being of interest for future research. Ultimately, all examples of organisations 
participating in two-way communication voluntarily could be traced back to the 
organisations’ expectations that it would benefit them in some way.  
 
Avoiding issues and resolving issues 
In ten examples, public relations practitioners described how organisations 
chose to engage in two-way communication as part of their decision-making 
processes. The interviewees clearly and consistently expressed the opinion that 
involving stakeholders in decision-making through two-way communication made 
the resulting decisions more acceptable to the stakeholders. The interviewees 
believed that as a consequence, organisations were less likely to face issues from 
discontented stakeholders that might prevent them from achieving their goals. Eight 
of these examples occurred where organisations sought input from stakeholders into 
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a decision being made by the organisation: in other words, the stakeholders did not 
have the power to actually make the decision, although their input was sought. The 
motivation for the organisations to engage in two-way communication in these 
examples was perceived to be that it helped them avoid issues later.  
For example, Interviewee A described a situation (Example 3) where their 
employer, Organisation 8, chose to involve a key stakeholder group in two-way 
communication about a public education program it was developing. There was no 
mandatory requirement for Organisation 8 to do this: however, a previous version of 
the program had been released without such communication occurring, and the 
stakeholder group concerned had voiced its objections so strongly and publicly that 
the organisation withdrew the program. Interviewee A acknowledged that they now 
understood the stakeholders’ unfavourable perspectives on Organisation 8’s original 
program, suggesting that an earlier round of communication had resulted in the 
public relations practitioner coming to share the stakeholders’ understanding.  
Organisation 8 was also seeking to build a shared understanding of the nature 
and content of the revised program with this stakeholder group, using two-way 
communication as a means of identifying and resolving points of conflict that would 
prevent such understanding developing. In this instance, the stakeholder group had 
already demonstrated the power of its disapproval over the behaviour of the 
organisation. As a result, Organisation 8 apparently felt it would achieve a more 
mutually-satisfactory outcome by engaging these stakeholders in two-way 
communication. However, there was no indication that Organisation 8 intended to 
hand over the power to decide on the program content to the stakeholders. Rather, its 
intention was to get input and ideas from this group, and use these to inform the 
organisation’s decisions in relation to the program.  
The purpose in starting two-way communication in this and the other seven 
examples was to arrive at organisational decisions that were less likely to cause 
stakeholders to exert their perceived power over organisational behaviour. The 
shared understanding between organisations and stakeholders about the appropriate 
nature of these decisions would enhance their acceptability to all parties; yet the 
power to make the final decision remained with the organisation in these examples.  
In the remaining two examples in this category, interviewees described how 
organisations not only chose to voluntarily engage stakeholders in two-way 
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communication, but also handed over decision-making power to them as well. It 
was, however, apparent that that scope of these decisions was extremely limited in 
relation to the overall projects concerned: this will be reflected on further in Chapter 
6.  
Multiple examples (n = 8) provided by interviewees in this research indicated 
that they believed organisations chose to engage stakeholders in two-way 
communication to resolve an issue that had already developed. For instance, in one 
example (Example 13) Interviewee D described a situation where their employer 
(Organisation 23) was undertaking a commercial infrastructure development project. 
The project had received full planning approval following a process of mandatory 
community consultation (see the section above). However, Organisation 23 had 
become aware through Interviewee D’s local environmental monitoring that 
community residents were likely to object to one aspect of its implementation which 
had not been known at the time the consultation was carried out – specifically, that a 
site within the development had been purchased by a particular type of commercial 
enterprise. Organisation 23 had no control over this purchase, but realised it would 
potentially cause upset and discontent among local residents. Interviewee D believed 
that Organisation 23 was concerned such strong feelings might result in objections to 
the entire project being raised with the local council, despite the prior planning 
approval and the organisation’s lack of control over the problematic purchaser. It 
was possible that such objections could have halted the progress of the entire 
development while the issue was resolved. In this case, Organisation 23 decided – 
based on Interviewee D’s professional recommendation – to proactively and 
voluntarily engage the community in two-way communication on the potential issue. 
In this case, Organisation 23 sought to voluntarily engage its stakeholders in two-
way communication to ensure they understood that the organisation was neither 
responsible for causing the issue, nor empowered to resolve it. 
Each of the examples of organisations voluntarily initiating two-way 
communication with stakeholders occurred as a result of organisations’ expectations 
that such communication would have beneficial results for the organisation 
concerned. In each instance the public relations practitioner involved clearly 
indicated their perception that organisations felt engaging in two-way 
communication by choice would be a powerful tool in resolving or preventing issues 
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that might otherwise disrupt the achievement of organisational objectives. 
Interviewee S summarised this expectation thus: 
At the end of the day it [dialogue] saves money because you don’t have lost 
time delays while you sort out the issues with your stakeholders. It also saves 
the political heat. You don’t have politicians getting phone calls from 
[stakeholders] who say their child is in hospital because of X, Y, Z. You 
don’t have the media doing a story on the fact that the big mean nasty 
[organisation] caused an issue for a poor defenceless [stakeholder]. 
(Interviewee S) 
 
Although this suggested that the organisation in question had control over 
whether or not it actually initiated two-way communication with its stakeholders, it 
also indicated that in fact those stakeholders – or perhaps the organisation’s 
perceptions of them – had exerted some sort of influence over the behaviour of the 
organisation (that is, initiating two-way communication). The implication behind this 
seems to be that organisations perceive their stakeholders have – in some 
circumstances – power over organisations’ behaviour. The public relations 
practitioners interviewed seemed to concur that if sources of conflict or 
dissatisfaction between organisations and their stakeholders remained unaddressed, 
there were situations in which the stakeholders could use their perceived power to 
negatively affect organisational progress. It was the interviewees’ apparent 
perception that organisations expected that developing shared understandings with 
their stakeholders via voluntary two-way communication would in some way both 
acknowledge and also mitigate this power, allowing organisations to achieve their 
goals with as little disruption as possible. 
This perception was the result of the prior experience of the organisation – in 
the person of the project manager – in similar situations. The meant that although the 
organisation had ultimate control over whether or not it started two-way 
communication with its stakeholders, that decision was influenced by previous 
contact with stakeholders. This began to suggest that the role of power in the conduct 
of two-way communication in public relations did not begin with a simple linear 
flow of control over its public relations employees by the organisation as an 
autonomous entity. Rather, the existence of a more complex and sophisticated 
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system of ongoing and repeated demonstrations of control and influence was 
beginning to emerge. 
In summary therefore, each of the 27 examples classified as demonstrating 
the occurrence of voluntary two-way communication in this research could 
ultimately be seen to show that the organisations concerned expected to benefit from 
their choice. Public relations practitioners felt that organisations participated in two-
way communication to develop mutual understanding between themselves and their 
stakeholders. The purpose of this understanding from a perceived organisational 
perspective was to either avoid issues, or identify and resolve them in the 
organisation’s favour so that they could operate effectively and achieve their 
objectives. The question of the extent to which this perceived motivation actually 
related to organisational decisions to voluntarily engage in two-way communication 
with stakeholders would also bear closer consideration in the future. 
This round of data analysis therefore showed that interviewees believed 
organisations were motivated to participate in two-way communication (by issuing 
instructions to their public relations practitioners) because they believed there would 
be some benefit to them in doing so.  
 
4.2.2 Motivations of organisations to engage in two-way communication with public 
relations practitioners 
 
Eight interviewees described how organisations entered into two-way 
communication with public relations practitioners (that is, beyond the simple sending 
and receiving of instructions to participate in such communication). This did not 
include instances where public relations practitioners were simply the recipients of 
organisational instructions to engage stakeholders in two-way communication as 
these were not themselves examples of two-way communication. These examples 
suggested that organisations engaged public relations practitioners in two-way 
communication for specific purposes: to seek professional advice on 
communication-related issues; and to obtain a relatively impartial perspective on 
organisational communication and behaviour. All of these examples of two-way 
communication were ultimately motivated by the organisations’ perceptions that 
such communication would benefit them. 
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Interviewee S, for example, described an instance where an organisation 
approached their consultancy and engaged them in two-way communication to get 
suggestions about the best way to get community input into an organisational 
decision. In essence, the organisation wanted Interviewee S’s professional advice 
about engaging the community in two-way communication. The reason for this 
approach in Interviewee S’s opinion was the consultancy’s reputation for having 
skills and experience in the area of conducting two-way communication. Interviewee 
S saw these as something the organisation was keen to utilise to improve the quality 
of the outcomes they achieved, thereby ultimately benefitting the organisation.  
A similar example of organisations engaging public relations practitioners in 
two-way communication was provided by Interviewee M, who commented that all 
their work came from contact initiated by potential clients. In this instance, 
Organisation 44 approached Interviewee M with a request that they help the 
organisation to come up with a solution to a communication problem that was having 
a seriously detrimental effect on the organisation’s operations. Interviewee M 
described their perception of the nature of this communication. 
To me it’s sitting down when you have to put together a proposal with 
outcomes with this is what we’ll do, this is what we’ll achieve and this is 
what we’ll measure. This is my investment from your side and it becomes 
very transaction based… (Interviewee M) 
  
Again the implication here is that the organisation engaged in this initial 
round of communication with the interviewee because they expected the public 
relations practitioner would provide them with an effective means of managing an 
issue, thereby benefiting the organisation. 
The interviewees therefore perceived that organisations saw them as a special 
type of stakeholder, uniquely equipped to help them achieve organisational benefits. 
No examples were given to suggest that this two-way communication was entered 
into compulsorily, so it is assumed that organisations chose to participate in this 
communication with public relations practitioners. According to the interviewees, 
the organisations were motivated to engage in two-way communication with them 
because the organisations had two specific expectations: firstly – as with other types 
of stakeholders – that engaging public relations practitioners in two-way 
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communication could be beneficial to the organisation in terms of making a decision 
that would be acceptable to its wider stakeholder group (see Section 4.2.1 above); 
and secondly, that the conduct of two-way communication involved specialist 
knowledge and skills that (only?) public relations practitioners could provide. This 
latter consideration also appeared to motivate public relations practitioners to 
participate in two-way public relations communication, as discussed in Section 4.1. 
 
4.3 Motivations of stakeholders to engage in two-way communication  
Seventy four of the 82 examples of two-way communication provided in the 
data for this research showed it involved the participation of organisational 
stakeholders, both internal to the organisation and external. All of these 74 examples 
described the voluntary participation of stakeholders in two-way communication. 
There were no indications of any circumstances in which the participation of 
stakeholders in two-way communication was – or could be – coerced or enforced.  
The voluntary nature of stakeholder participation in two-way communication 
appeared to be a source of frustration to the public relations practitioners 
interviewed. The public relations practitioners repeatedly expressed their expectation 
that stakeholders would respond to organisational communication initiating two-way 
communication. This expectation was largely implicit, however, and was only 
revealed in the negative comments interviewees made about stakeholders in 
situations where they had not joined in. Interviewee O, for example, described how 
their organisation’s attempts to initiate two-way communication with a group of 
stakeholders had been thwarted by the stakeholders’ refusal to respond. Similarly 
Interviewee S provided an example where they had approached a particular group of 
stakeholders to instigate two-way communication with them on behalf of an 
organisation, only to be refused access.  
There was a general perception among the interviewees who raised these 
instances that the stakeholders had failed to meet the expectations of the other 
participants, and could therefore not complain if decisions were made of which they 
did not approve. As Interviewee T commented 
One of the worst things to have to deal with is when a community member 
looks at you and goes I wasn’t consulted about this. If you’ve had - like we 
had on [Project 27] – [Organisation 6] had had a two year consultation 
process during the environmental impact statement. So I’m sorry, that was a 
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very robust two year process where you could have provided your feedback 
at any time on this project. (Interviewee T) 
 
The conclusion of analysing such comments was that the public relations 
practitioners involved were frustrated at the power of the stakeholders in relation to 
two-way communication: specifically, that stakeholders had the power NOT to 
participate. 
It was apparent from the interviewees’ descriptions of these examples that 
they did not perceive the stakeholders as communicating with the public relations 
practitioners involved as distinct entities. Rather, they talked about the stakeholders 
communicating with the organisation involved, reinforcing the idea discussed earlier 
in this chapter that the identities of public relations practitioners and organisations 
are often conflated in discussions of two-way public relations communication.  
Fifty six of the 82 examples provided in the interviews showed stakeholders 
participating in two-way communication that had been instigated by the 
organisations involved: eighteen of them showed stakeholders initiating such 
communication. Regardless of which participant began the two-way communication, 
the interviewees perceived that stakeholders’ participation was consistently 
motivated by a belief that it would be of direct benefit to them. Such benefit might 
arise in one of two ways: firstly, by stakeholders influencing organisational decision-
making in their favour; and secondly, by stakeholders getting information from the 
organisation.  
 
4.3.1 Influencing organisational decisions  
All 17 of the interviewees in this research gave examples that indicated their 
perception that stakeholders were motivated to participate in two-way 
communication because the stakeholders expected it would give them some 
influence over organisational decision-making. As a consequence, they expected 
they would be able to affect the way organisations behaved, leading to outcomes the 
stakeholders felt were beneficial to them.  
Interviewee B provided one example of a stakeholder engaging an 
organisation in two-way communication to provide information in an attempt to 
influence their organisation’s funding decisions. In this case (Example 11), a 
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stakeholder rang Organisation 10 on numerous occasions to provide information 
about a particular product he thought was appropriate for the organisation to fund. 
The nature and frequency of the stakeholder’s communications meant that 
Interviewee B initially regarded him as one of the “crazy people” who sometimes 
rang “to chew your ear off about different things where they think there’s a 
conspiracy going on or this, that and the other” (Interviewee B). The public relations 
practitioner’s perception of this stakeholder and his information was dismissive at 
first. They responded to his attempts to initiate two-way communication with a 
standard formulaic reply. However, the stakeholder persisted with his demands for a 
more considered response from Organisation 10’s CEO.  
The one big thing for him [the stakeholder], which is actually true 
surprisingly often, he wanted to hear a response from our CEO. No response 
is going to be good enough until he heard it from the guy at the top. There are 
a couple of people who seem to fit - they just want to know that they got 
through. Our CEO actually didn’t want to respond to his email. Anyway, I 
recommended that he did, ‘cause the CEO was nervous, he’ll just keep 
emailing me, it’d be crazy. I said, you need to respond, but these are the 
things you stay away from and this is actually what you say. We responded 
and we haven’t heard from him since. (Interviewee B) 
 
In this case, the tensions for the public relations practitioner resulting from 
stakeholder-initiated dialogue are clear: the stakeholder demanded two-way 
communication, and Interviewee B recommended the organisation comply, yet the 
organisation’s CEO was unwilling to participate. This placed the public relations 
practitioner in the challenging position of having to persuade the CEO to engage the 
stakeholder in two-way communication, despite the CEO’s reservations. The public 
relations practitioner had no power to insist that the CEO make a response and 
engage in two-way communication. 
The stakeholder’s apparent purpose in instigating this two-way 
communication was to get the organisation to share his understanding of the 
importance of the topic on which he was providing information. Ultimately, his 
desire was to get the organisation to provide funding for the development of this 
product. It is possible that his lack of power in this situation – that is, no negative 
Chapter 4: Participant motivation to engage in two-way public relations communication 
113 
 
consequence was apparent if the organisation did not respond – could have been the 
reason for the CEO having the option not to participate. 
A significant issue became apparent in the analysis of the cases in this 
category: while stakeholders who participated in two-way communication with 
organisations to influence decision-making could sometimes get organisations to 
understand their perspectives, they did not always succeed in getting organisations to 
accept them. This subtle distinction became particularly important in understanding 
the tensions around the implementation and outcomes of two-way public relations 
communication, which are addressed further in Chapters 5 and 6. 
The public relations practitioners interviewed perceived that stakeholder-
initiated two-way communication generally was more problematic to them than two-
way communication initiated by organisations. This tended to be because they 
believed that stakeholders most often started a process of two-way communication if 
they had a problem or an issue for which they were seeking resolution by the 
organisation. This meant the motivation for the stakeholders to engage the 
organisation was that they sought to influence the organisation’s decision in relation 
to the issue. However, in such instances, the stakeholders were not communicating 
with the organisation directly: rather, they engaged with the organisation’s public 
relations practitioners. The public relations practitioners felt it was often beyond 
their power to resolve the problem as the stakeholders expected, leading to 
considerable tension for the public relations practitioners involved. This disjuncture 
between the expectations of one set of participants (stakeholders) and the ability of 
the other set (public relations practitioners) to meet those expectations signalled a 
short-coming that had considerable implications for the occurrence of normative 
dialogue in public relations.  
In an example provided by Interviewee A, local residents initiated two-way 
communication with an organisation (Organisation 7) involved in a commercial 
development project (Example 2). Planning approval had already been given for the 
project, when the local community became aware that it would require the 
demolition of a particular building. Interviewee A noted there were no heritage 
listings on this building, and Organisation 7 had not expected it would arouse any 
objections. However, “a huge public outcry” (Interviewee A) suddenly erupted, and 
stakeholders initiated two-way communication with the organisation involved. 
Chapter 4: Participant motivation to engage in two-way public relations communication 
114 
 
The building was completely derelict. The only part that was any good was 
the floor. It had a sprung floor or something in it for dancing; it was very 
bizarre. So, had to react to that and go out and have a - basically, I guess, 
have community consultations in what they did. We ended up partnering with 
[Organisation 9] and had the whole lot transported and moved over there, so 
that it could be kept. Probably still not be used but we had to do it to give the 
community what they wanted, so that it reflected okay and was doing the 
right - when [Organisation 7]  was doing the right thing by the residents. 
(Interviewee A) 
 
Subsequent discussion with Interviewee A indicated that the reason 
Organisation 7 responded to this demand for two-way communication from the 
stakeholders was to avoid any further community action that might delay the overall 
project. Thus it could be argued that this was again indicative of an organisation 
concerned by the perceived potential power of its stakeholders to negatively impact 
its operations.  
From the public relations practitioners’ perceptions of the stakeholders’ 
perspective the purpose of initiating two-way communication in each of the 
examples in this category was therefore to make and resolve a complaint. The 
stakeholders’ expectation was that entering into two-way communication with an 
organisation would allow them to demonstrate their understanding of the issue, and 
to persuade the organisation to share that understanding. The consequence of this 
would be that the issue would then be resolved to the stakeholders’ satisfaction. 
 
4.3.2 Getting information  
The second category of reasons why the public relations practitioners 
interviewed believed stakeholders participated in two-way communication with 
organisations was to get information on a particular topic. Some public relations 
practitioners felt this was a relatively straightforward type of two-way 
communication. Interviewee D, for example, recounted a situation where they were 
approached by internal stakeholders for guidance on the development of promotional 
items. A short conversation ensued which resulted in the employees receiving advice 
and assistance, and being directed to appropriate resources. In this way, the 
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employees came to share the organisation’s understanding of what was required, and 
benefited by behaving in a manner that met the expectations set by such an 
understanding. 
Even though this type of stakeholder-initiated two-way communication 
seemed to be reasonably straightforward in terms of its conduct, some interviewees 
noted it occasionally caused them tensions. This most often happened when the 
information stakeholders were seeking was either not available, or had been deemed 
by the organisation as not being appropriate for release. The tensions for public 
relations practitioners resulting from stakeholders’ attempts to cross such 
organisationally-determined parameters are discussed in Chapter 5.  
In summary therefore, it can be seen that the main perceived motivation 
behind stakeholders’ participation in two-way communication was also an 
expectation that they could use it to achieve outcomes they regarded as desirable. 
This might be the ability to influence organisational decision-making – including the 
resolution of an issue – or the chance to obtain information. From a perceived 
stakeholder perspective, communication overtures were most successful when the 
organisation involved felt the stakeholders had some power in the relationship.  
 
4.4 Chapter 4 summary and conclusions 
Analysis of the data provided by the interviewees in this research showed 
they believed they were motivated to participate in two-way communication in their 
work by their perception that doing so would allow them to fulfil three expectations 
they held. Firstly, they believed that participating in two-way communication would 
allow them to demonstrate that they were performing well as employees by 
following organisational instructions to carry out this type of task. Secondly, the 
interviewees said they were motivated to enter into two-way communication because 
they believed that it allowed them to fulfil their expectations of themselves as 
communication professionals. Their perception was that they had a valuable and 
unique contribution to make to the conduct of this form of communication. Their 
education, professional training, and prior experience led them to the conclusion that 
undertaking two-way communication should form a significant part of their work, 
because of its claimed links to ethically-superior and effective outcomes for 
organisations. Finally, the interviewees indicated that they had an expectation – also 
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derived from their education and professional training – that entering into two-way 
communication would allow them to facilitate the creation of the mutually-beneficial 
relationships between organisations and stakeholders that was their core rationale as 
public relations practitioners. In addition, they noted that they felt entering into two-
way communication gave them a unique opportunity to achieve significant benefits 
for their employers while still maintaining and/or enhancing the relationship between 
the organisation and its stakeholders. 
The interviewees also shared a clear perception that organisations and 
stakeholders were primarily motivated to participate in two-way communication in 
public relations by self-interest. Organisations were perceived to believe that 
entering into two-way communication with stakeholders via their public relations 
practitioners would result in the removal of obstacles to the achievement of 
organisational objectives. Specifically, organisations were seen to believe that 
participating in two-way communication would satisfy powerful external 
stakeholders – politicians in particular – who had the power of veto over 
organisational behaviour. They also felt that two-way communication would help 
them avoid or resolve issues, resulting in benefits to the organisation.  
Stakeholders were seen to believe that participation in two-way 
communication with organisations – via public relations practitioners – would allow 
them to influence organisational decision-making in a way that would benefit the 
stakeholders. Stakeholders also believed that participating in two-way 
communication could give them access to organisational information that they could 
use to benefit themselves.  
Overall therefore, the public relations practitioners interviewed believed that 
both they and the organisations for which they worked expected that their 
participation in two-way communication would benefit those organisations. 
However, they also believed that stakeholders expected they would be able to benefit 
from their participation too, and that it was the job of public relations practitioners to 
assist them in this. While these perceived expectations were not necessarily mutually 
exclusive, their co-existence hinted at the possibility that conflicting agendas might 
be motivating the participation of organisations and stakeholders in two-way 
communication, with public relations practitioners caught in the middle, trying to 
satisfy their own expectations of achieving mutual benefit for all participants. 
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Analysis of the data therefore identified the following as the characteristics of 
the motivation of participants to engage in two-way public relations communication 
(see Table 4-1):  
 
Table 4-1: Characteristics of the motivation of participants in two-way public relations 
communication 
(Source: Developed from original research data) 
 
Participants 
Characteristics of their motivation to 
enter into two-way public relations 
communication  
Public relations practitioners  
 
A desire to fulfil their professional and 
personal expectations by benefiting 
organisations, and benefiting 
organisational stakeholders if possible 
 
Sometimes involuntary, resulting from 
the power of other participants over the 
public relations practitioner  
 
Organisations  
 
An expectation that participating will 
benefit them 
 
Sometimes involuntary, resulting from 
the power of some external stakeholders 
over the organisation  
 
Stakeholders  
 
An expectation that participating will 
benefit them 
 
Always voluntary 
 
 
 
These conclusions had significant implications for determining the 
significance of dialogue to the practice of two-way communication in public 
relations. Findings indicated that the motivations of self-interest that were apparently 
paramount to the decisions of organisations and stakeholders to participate in two-
way communication with each other were incompatible with the motivations of 
mutuality and empathy pertinent to dialogue (see Chapter 2 for more details on these 
characteristics). In addition, the power play between participants that affected their 
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motivation to enter into two-way communication with each other was also seen to be 
irreconcilable with the equitable and spontaneous nature of dialogue described in the 
literature. 
These discrepancies between the characteristics of dialogue and two-way 
communication in public relations in relation to participant motivation were noted; 
further analysis was then carried out to find out what the interviewee data revealed 
about practitioner perceptions of the implementation and outcomes of two-way 
public relations communication, and how these compared to those relating to 
dialogue. 
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CHAPTER 5 : THE IMPLEMENTATION OF TWO-WAY 
COMMUNICATION IN PUBLIC RELATIONS PRACTICE   
Chapter 4 presented the results of the analysis of interview data relating to 
participant motivations to participate in two-way communication in public relations 
practice. The next element to be considered was that of its implementation: in other 
words, the factors practitioners felt were relevant to how two-way communication 
was conducted in their work.  
Interviewees were clear that undertaking two-way communication was at the 
heart of their work. Interviewees also regarded this two-way communication as being 
central to – indeed, sometimes synonymous with – their understanding of dialogue. 
Interviewee F, for example, stated that “Dialogue is a form of communication...” 
Interviewee N expressed a similar understanding of the connection between dialogue 
and communication: “I think dialogue means the communication of messages...” 
These and other similar comments indicated that the interviewees saw two-way 
communication as being integral to their understanding of dialogue. 
The review of extant literature discussed in Chapter 2 also demonstrated this 
perspective on the interconnectedness of two-way communication and dialogue. 
Thus the interviewees’ comments about the implementation of dialogue were taken 
as referring to the conduct of the two-way communication required. In the literature 
the implementation of the two-way communication inherent within the normative 
form of dialogue was seen as occurring without limitations, restrictions, or overt 
displays of power and control between participants (Kent & Taylor, 2002). However, 
the two-way communication in public relations practice was shown in the 
interviewee data to be conducted within a number of parameters and constraints 
contrary to the characteristics of normative dialogue. In addition, the public relations 
practitioners involved revealed perceptions of the other participants that also 
contradicted the characteristics of normative dialogue such as inclusivity and 
acceptance (Kent & Taylor, 2002).  
These conclusions were drawn from an analysis of three aspects of the 
conduct of communication in the examples of dialogue in public relations provided: 
the forms of the communication, its timing, the topics covered, the perceptions 
participants had of each other, and their willingness to self-disclose. 
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5.1 Forms of two-way communication in public relations 
Interview participants were clear that not all of their work involved two-way 
communication. Multiple interviewees – including Interviewee D and Interviewee T, 
for example – described how their work often began with them receiving instructions 
from their employer/client. This resulted in communication from the public relations 
practitioner to stakeholders (most often external, described in 73 of the 82 
examples). In the examples where communication ceased at this point, the 
interviewees were clear that they did not regard this as two-way communication. 
Interviewee R referred to this as a “stunted one-way form of communication”, and 
positioned it as being a separate part of their professional practice from two-way 
communication. For them, this was the type of communication where they were only 
required to act as message senders on behalf of an organisation.  
Two-way communication was specifically mentioned by nine of the 
interviewees (Interviewees G, H, K, L, M, O, P, S, and T) as being important to their 
work; and was identified in at least some of the examples provided by all 17 
interviewees. Theoretically it would therefore be possible for public relations 
practice to involve two-way communication between the organisation and the public 
relations practitioner only, or between the public relations practitioner and the 
stakeholders only. However, only one interviewee (Interviewee R) provided an 
example of two-way communication between themselves and their organisation 
only; and no instances of public relations practitioners communicating spontaneously 
with stakeholders were observed in the examples provided by the interviewees.  
Further analysis of the examples of public relations practice provided by the 
interviewees indicated that they perceived it involved two loops of two-way 
communication: between the organisation involved and the public relations 
practitioner, and also between the public relations practitioner and the organisation’s 
stakeholders. This conclusion was supported by the interviewees’ consistent 
placement of themselves as participants in all the examples they gave of two-way 
communication in public relations (see Chapter 4); and is very much reflective of the 
two-way nature of dialogic communication presented in the extant literature on 
dialogue reviewed in Chapter 2. The perception of the process of two-way 
communication in public relations among the interviewees was that it occurred as a 
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Organisation 
Public relations 
practitioner 
double loop of two-way communication, with public relations practitioners 
participating in both loops (see Figure 5-1 below). 
 
Figure 5-1: Double loops of two-way communication in public relations practice 
(Source: Devised from the data for this thesis) 
 
Further data analysis revealed the existence of different sequences in which 
this communication occurred. Interviewees repeatedly described how this ‘turn 
taking’ among participants was a significant feature of the situations they discussed. 
In each of the examples provided by interviewees, it was possible to determine a 
point at which the process of two-way communication being described was initiated. 
Having established this, patterns of ‘turn taking’ in the communication that followed 
were determined. This led to the identification of two different forms in which two-
way communication was implemented in the conduct of their work. 
 
5.1.1 One responder 
In ten of the 82 examples provided, the communication described involved 
organisations instructing their public relations practitioners to send a message to 
their stakeholders, and then gathering any comments on that message. In most of 
these cases, the feedback thus obtained was relayed back to the organisation in a 
simple descriptive report. In this form of two-way communication, the public 
relations practitioner therefore acted as a conduit for communication between the 
two other participants. Public relations practitioners relayed the responses of 
stakeholders to the organisation without obtaining any feedback from the 
organisation, forming a basic communication sequence between the participants 
consisting of two loops of two-way communication (1 and 4, and 2 and 3 in Figure 
5-2 below) in which only one of the participants (stakeholders) actually made a 
response to communication received. 
 
Figure 5-2: Sequenced loops of two-way communication between public relations 
practitioner and organisation, and between public relations practitioner and stakeholders: only 
stakeholders are responding 
(Source: Derived from the data for this thesis) 
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This form of communication is characterised by the two-way flow of 
information between participants, but only the stakeholders provide a response to 
communication received: the organisation involved simply sends and receives 
communication. Thus although the communication undertaken is always two-way in 
form, it is only responsive in part. 
Multiple interviewees (n = 11) referred to this type of public relations two-
way communication with responses only from stakeholders as ‘engagement’. 
Interviewee S explained:  
…we always talk about two way communication because that’s what 
engagement is, you send a message to your target audience and they give you 
feedback. Then we take that back to the client. So engagement is all about 
dialogue. It’s about me giving a message to somebody out there in 
community or stakeholder land, then them giving me feedback on that 
message. (Interviewee S) 
 
Again, such comments do not necessarily prove a connection between 
dialogue as it is defined in the literature, and the work of public relations 
practitioners. Rather, in the interpretive approach used in this research it indicates 
how the interviewees understood dialogue. The significance of this is that it 
demonstrates the existence of a gap between two-way communication in public 
relations practice and the concept of dialogue. 
Interviewee C talked about their perspective on engagement as the use of 
workshops and events to involve community stakeholders in what they categorised 
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as two-way communication. The process of communication in these workshops and 
events involved presenting information to the stakeholders, gathering comments and 
feedback from them, and collating these in reports to the organisation’s management.  
The term ‘engagement’ is, however, often used in extant literature – 
particularly in the practitioner space – to refer to the overarching concept of the 
connection between organisations and stakeholders (Ahmed & Palermo, 2010; 
Bender & Bender, 2008; Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, & Herremans, 2010). It was 
therefore decided that this form of the communication process within public relations 
would not be labelled using the nomenclature given to it by the interviewees, and 
would instead be referred to as two-way communication with one responder.  
This form of communication bears some resemblance to Grunig and Hunt’s 
(1984) two-way asymmetric model of public relations, which is distinguished by the 
lack of power-sharing between organisations and their stakeholders. However, the 
communication in this research was distinguished not by this characteristic – 
although it did demonstrate such an imbalance in power too – but by the making of a 
response by only one of the participants. The two-way asymmetric model of public 
relations involves communication responses by both stakeholders and organisations, 
and is therefore different to the form of communication discussed here. 
Although this form of two-way public relations communication with one 
responder was shown to occur in practice, it was not perceived with any enthusiasm 
by those interviewees who mentioned it. Interviewee D, for example, commented on 
an instance of two-way communication with external stakeholders where the 
organisation involved did not make a response, critiquing the cessation of 
communication at that point as demonstrating a very “basic” approach to public 
relations practice. Similarly, Interviewee C noted the occurrence of two-way 
communication with one responder in public relations, and pointed out how 
undesirable it was in their experience. They noted that stakeholders “have 
complained that frequently they provide input. They have no idea what happens to 
it” (Interviewee C).  
This is what is referred to as ‘tokenism’ (Arnstein, 1969), a form of two-way 
communication that has been criticised as for its superficial resemblance to more 
responsive – and arguably authentic – forms of dialogue (see, for example, Cook, 
2002; Crase et al., 2005; Forrest, Risk, Masters, & Brown, 2001). 
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Four interviewees (Interviewees D, M, P, and S) related the conduct of two-
way public relations communication with one responder to a form of public relations 
practice they called ‘ticking the box’: this is discussed further in Section 7.1 of this 
thesis. Interviewee D noted the occurrence of this type of one responder 
communication in their work with infrastructure development organisations. 
For a lot of developers, there are guidelines in place through [local council] 
and the state government where there are certain community engagement 
things that they need to tick off. So for some developers, that’s all it is. It’s 
ticking a box. In those instances, we find it’s very basic stuff that they’re 
doing. (Interviewee D) 
 
Interviewee S provided a similar perspective. 
The [organisations] that say, oh well we have to do it, but we really don’t 
want to do too much, just do the minimum, here’s the guidelines, do the 
minimum, you know that nine times out of 10 whatever you go back to them 
and communicate to them they are not going to do anything with it. 
(Interviewee S) 
 
The comments by Interviewee D and Interviewee S above indicated they 
experienced this form of two-way communication without an organisational 
response when working for organisations who were participating in two-way 
communication because they were legally required to do so (see Chapter 4). The 
implication of these comments was that the organisations would not go further with 
the communication process because the legislation with which they were complying 
did not require it. In other words, the organisations apparently preferred not to 
engage further in two-way communication with their stakeholders in these 
circumstances than absolutely necessary.  
This supported the conclusion reached in Chapter 4 that some organisations 
participate in two-way public relations communication only because they are 
required to do so by powerful external stakeholders, such as government. These 
entities have the power to negatively impact on organisations’ abilities to achieve 
their desired objectives if those organisations do not comply with stipulated 
conditions. Those conditions may themselves have been set by the controlling 
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entities as a result of their desire to meet the expectations of their own stakeholders 
(see Chapter 4 for more on this). In the circumstances described by Interviewee D 
and Interviewee S therefore, it was concluded that although the organisation felt it 
had no power over whether or not it participated in two-way communication, it did 
have control over how it participated. 
Interviewee S also described the frustration they felt when this type of two-
way communication without an organisational response was requested by clients, 
and their perception of the likely problems that could ensue. 
…there’s two reasons clients want to do [dialogue]: one is to get a better 
project outcome, the other is to tick a box. So the ones that do it to get a 
better project outcome they use that dialogue to proactively manage the 
issues…Whereas the ones who go and tick a box they will probably have the 
issue later on down the track because they don’t use the dialogue to resolve 
issues. They use it to say we’ve had a dialogue so now we can go build our 
project, but they don’t actually take anything from it. (Interviewee S) 
 
Both of these reasons indicate a perception among the organisations involved 
that two-way communication is to be used to manipulate others, and is therefore 
contrary to the spirit and nature of dialogue. 
This comment – and others like it from other interviewees – suggested their 
involvement in undertaking this type of two-way communication without an 
organisational response resulted in tensions for them. It seemed as though the 
expectations these public relations practitioners had of their work could not be met 
by the conduct of two-way communication without an organisational response.  
The expression of public relations practitioner dissatisfaction with two-way 
communication without an organisational response raised the questions of why it 
occurred at all, and why the public relations practitioners involved in its conduct 
undertook that particular form of communication if they found it so problematic. 
Additionally, why did they feel it was so important that stakeholder participants 
receive more than one round of communication from the public relations practitioner 
on behalf of the organisation involved?  
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Interviewee O was one of the interviewees who noted how their experience 
of two-way communication without an organisational response fell short of their 
expectations of how their work should be conducted.  
Sometimes [organisational decision-makers] get nervous about the 
community reaction and then either halt the process or say, no, no, no, we 
don’t want to give them feedback. So that can be really frustrating but as a 
[job title], that’s the way the system works and you have to deliver that, try to 
get the best outcome you can, but yeah sometimes dialogue or responses can 
frighten people. (Interviewee O) 
 
This comment by Interviewee O gave some insight into their perception that 
organisations restricted the process of communication in public relations to two-way 
communication without an organisational response because of organisations’ fear 
over the consequences of further communication. This concern was cited by other 
interviewees too – such as Interviewee D – who noted that organisations were 
sometimes fearful of the possible consequences of continuing two-way 
communication with stakeholders beyond an initial round.  
They [organisations] often do that [finish dialogue early], and usually it’s 
because they’re scared, because they think, if we give that person any more 
information, it’s giving them more ammunition. Whereas sometimes the truth 
of that is that you’re actually defusing a situation by informing people. In a 
situation like that, all we can do is give our clients those recommendations 
and explain to them why. If they still refuse, then there’s nothing more that 
we can do. (Interviewee D) 
 
The interviewees who expressed this perception believed the organisations 
were concerned about one of two consequences of extending the communication: 
firstly, that it would increase the possibility that the organisation would disclose 
information that made it vulnerable; and secondly, that continuing the 
communication might increase stakeholder expectations that the organisations would 
undertake behaviour as a result that they would not otherwise deem appropriate. 
These concerns closely reflect the characteristic of risk (Kent & Taylor, 2002) , 
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which acknowledges that normative dialogue “has the potential to produce 
unpredictable and dangerous outcomes” (Leitch & Neilson, 2001, p. 135). 
Other interviewees commented that their organisations chose not to extend 
communication beyond two-way communication without an organisational response 
if there was no possibility the stakeholders involved could have influence over 
organisational behaviour. For these organisations, it seemed that continuing 
communication beyond the double loop would give stakeholders the impression that 
their input might have some impact – and in some circumstances, that expectation 
was inappropriate. Interviewee L, for example, discussed how their employer’s 
approach to two-way communication was governed by the attitude that it should stop 
if they provided “…information that is not negotiable. There’s not a question, there’s 
nothing on the table to talk about. This is how it’s happening”. Interviewee T noted a 
similar attitude by their employer in regard to entering into two-way communication 
with a local community about a property development. 
They’ve come up with a master plan. Now growth is a really difficult issue in 
[Location 2] and we have to go into - we are obliged to, by law, to go into 
that community and tell them what the master plan is, what it looks like. The 
problem we’ve got is there’s - you know these buildings are nine to 12 
storeys high in a community that’s not used to anything bigger than your old 
six or eight pack, which is two storeys high. So yeah there are times when 
you think they’re not going to like this but this is non-negotiable. 
(Interviewee T) 
 
In this instance, the organisation instructed Interviewee T to find out what the 
community felt about these plans, without giving them the option to influence them. 
According to Interviewee T the purpose of this two-way communication was to find 
out if any objections were likely to be raised that could delay the project. The 
organisation apparently felt this could be achieved without participating in more than 
one double loop round of two-way communication, therefore not making any 
response to stakeholder feedback. To do more may have set up unreasonable 
expectations among the stakeholders that changes to the plans would be possible.  
As outlined in Chapter 4, 18 of the 82 examples identified in the research 
data described two-way public relations communication that had been initiated by 
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the stakeholders involved. Analysis of the process of communication described in 
these cases showed that the majority (ten) demonstrated characteristics that reflected 
the double loop engagement form of two-way communication already identified. In 
these ten cases though, the order of turn taking was different to the process described 
above since they were initiated by the stakeholders involved (to make a complaint, or 
to seek information – see Chapter 4 for more details). Thus, the sequence of 
communication began with the stakeholder, with the public relations practitioner still 
acting as a conduit between them and the organisation. The public relations 
practitioners relayed the responses of the organisation to the stakeholders without 
receiving any further feedback, forming the two loops of two-way communication (1 
and 4, and 2 and 3 in Figure 5-3 below). In these instances, it was only the 
organisations that responded: the stakeholders involved who did not make a 
response. This represents another type of two-way communication with one 
responder.  
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Figure 5-3: Two loops of two-way communication between stakeholders and public relations 
practitioner, and between public relations practitioner and organisation: no response by stakeholders 
(Source: Devised from the data for this thesis) 
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In these ten examples, it appeared the public relations practitioners involved 
believed the communication ceased once the stakeholders’ question had been 
answered, or a suitable (to the stakeholder) response had been received. Interviewee 
A reflected on their feeling of powerlessness in relation to their role as a conduit in 
this form of two-way communication, noting “…when people contact you regularly 
with issues that they’ve had that haven’t been rectified, that’s very challenging 
because as the middle person, all we can do is to let the relevant [organisational] 
person know” (Interviewee A).  
In these examples therefore it was concluded that two-way communication 
without a stakeholder response occurred because the organisations involved had the 
power to control how they participated in the process. The preference of these 
organisations was apparently to limit their participation as far as possible because 
they believed further communication might disadvantage them and negate any 
potential benefit to them from participating in dialogue. However, such concerns 
were not usually enough to prevent two-way communication being undertaken. This 
supported the conclusion that either the organisations were not in control of the 
decision to participate, or their concerns were not sufficient to outweigh any negative 
Chapter 5: The implementation of two-way communication in public relations 
130 
 
consequences they anticipated from not engaging in two-way communication in 
public relations practice. 
The public relations practitioners who described being involved in two-way 
communication with one responder – however unenthusiastically – said they did so 
for two reasons: firstly, because it was what they were told to do by their 
employer/client; and secondly, because they were only resourced to undertake this 
most basic form of two-way communication. 
However, there was a strong and consistent theme among all the interviewees 
that for them, two-way communication was not complete until and unless it was 
extended beyond the one responder form, especially when the two-way 
communication had been initiated by the organisation involved. There was a feeling 
that continuing the communication to provide a reply to the stakeholder participants 
was crucial to the practitioners’ expectations of their work. As Interviewee D put it, 
they felt that replying to stakeholder feedback provided participants with a sense of 
closure to the communication event, and preserved stakeholders’ perceptions of the 
integrity of the process of two-way communication. 
This indicated why the public relations practitioners believed it was so 
important to continue the process of two-way communication beyond the initial two-
loop format. Indeed, the expressions of these perceptions led to two significant 
conclusions: firstly, that public relations practitioners perceived there were different 
types of two-way communication processes in public relations; and secondly that 
some types of two-way communication were preferable to others in the estimation of 
the public relations practitioners.  
 
5.1.2 Two responders 
All 17 interviewees provided examples that showed for them, the process of 
two-way communication in their work sometimes included the extension of the basic 
double loop sequence to include further communication with stakeholders in reply to 
their feedback. In other words, there were some forms of two-way communication 
that were distinguished by the provision of feedback to the stakeholders involved, so 
that both organisations and stakeholders were responders in the communication.  
Some of the practitioners interviewed were disparaging about the ‘one 
responder’ form of implementing two-way communication (see Section 5.1.1 above). 
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They expressed a clear preference for a form of two-way communication that 
involved making a reply to stakeholder input, so that there were two responders in 
the communication. Interviewee O summarised their reasons for this preference thus: 
. . .we’re advocates for. . .the need to feedback to – to finish that loop so we 
actually give feedback to them [stakeholders] because if they’re involved, 
they don’t see what the outcome is then we might lose the next time and they 
don’t understand why something has happened or even what’s happened. . 
.So that’s why I think that loop needs to be closed so that they’ve gone 
through the process, they’ve had their say, they’ve seen drafts of strategies or 
policies or plans or whatever the case might be. Then we need to feedback to 
them and say, well this is what’s happened. . .It’s a full stop really until the 
next time we need to engage them. (Interviewee O) 
 
two-way communication in public relations practice involving the provision 
of feedback to stakeholders – that is, with both the organisation and the stakeholders 
responding – was therefore shown to be public relations practitioners’ preferred 
method of implementation.  
Analysis of the examples of two-way communication with two responders 
showed that most of them related to communication that had been initiated by the 
organisations for which the interviewees worked. In these instances, organisations 
instructed public relations practitioners to undertake two-way communication with 
stakeholders. As a consequence, the public relations practitioners communicated 
with the stakeholders, who then responded to the public relations practitioners. A 
final round of communication went back to the stakeholders in reply to their 
feedback, thus closing the communication loop. The label of two-way 
communication with two responders was therefore initially applied to those 
examples provided by interviewees that showed processes of communication that 
included feedback being provided to the stakeholders involved, as well as by those 
stakeholders. In the ‘one responder’ form of two-way communication, feedback was 
only provided by one of the participants (organisation or stakeholder).  
Subsequent consideration of relevant data though led to the conclusion that in 
fact there were two variations on this two responder type of two-way 
communication, which were distinguished by the nature of the feedback provided by 
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the organisations. A review of the interview data showed two distinct types of reply 
made to stakeholders: a generic, formulaic response; and a more specific, tailored, 
often individual reply. These were seen to be linked to different outcomes of the 
implementation of two-way public relations communication, and are discussed in 
more detail in Chapter 6 following. However, both were seen to differ significantly 
from the form of communication inherent to the conduct of dialogue. 
Interviewee A described a situation (Example 1) where they had received 
instructions from their employer to engage external stakeholders in what they 
described as dialogue about the implementation of construction work (1 in Figure 5-
4 that follows). Interviewee A then communicated with the stakeholders about the 
program (2) and received questions, comments, and complaints in response (3). 
Without further reference to the organisation, Interviewee A provided feedback to 
this stakeholder communication (4) using a generic template response which thanked 
the stakeholder for their input. Finally, Interviewee A collated a report on their 
interaction with the stakeholders and communicated that to the organisation (5). This 
concluded the episode of two-way communication described in this example. 
In some of the examples of two-way communication with two responders – 
as in Example 1 above – there was no attempt by the public relations practitioner to 
seek any feedback to the stakeholder communication from the organisation during 
the interaction. Instead, the public relations practitioner responded to the 
communication from stakeholders using predetermined generic templates. Other 
interviewees commented on their use of such tactics, which Interviewee H 
disparagingly labelled ‘cookie cutter’ responses. According to Interviewee H, these 
responses were often devised by the public relations practitioners involved before the 
communication process began. They were signed off on by the organisations 
concerned, but did not require specific organisational input to the response provided 
to stakeholders.  
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Public relations 
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Figure 5-4: Organisational response with a cookie cutter: loops of two-way communication 
between organisations and public relations practitioners, and between public relations practitioners 
and stakeholders; with generic responses made to stakeholders. 
(Source: Devised from the data for this thesis) 
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Interviewee T described an instance of organisational responses with a cookie 
cutter in Example 80. In this example, a decision to undertake a controversial 
development had been approved by local government, but the developer still felt that 
community stakeholder groups were hostile to the project. They instructed 
Interviewee T (1 in Figure 5-4 above) to undertake what the public relations 
practitioner classed as dialogue with these stakeholders. The purpose of this exercise 
was to identify the nature of the stakeholders’ continuing concerns, and to develop 
communication strategies to address them. Interviewee T set up an information 
display on the site to communicate the plans to the stakeholders (2 in Figure 5-4). 
The stakeholders were invited to provide feedback and comments on the plan (3), 
although it was made clear that the arrangements were not open to change. 
Interviewee T collated these responses, analysed them for recurrent themes, and 
presented their conclusions to the organisation’s management (4). The management 
considered the issues raised and – with input from Interviewee T – devised a set of 
key messages to address them, and instructed Interviewee T to convey them to the 
stakeholders (5). Interviewee T did so (6) and the communication was concluded. 
Response 
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All of the interviewees who described the occurrence of this type of two-way 
communication with two responders in their work indicated they implemented this 
form on the instructions of their employers or client organisations. As previously 
discussed in Chapter 4, compliance with employer instructions was a recurrent theme 
in interviewees’ discussions of their reasons for undertaking two-way 
communication in their work. Interviewees who included descriptions of 
organisations responding with cookie cutter responses noted that they were not 
empowered to do anything other than send out responses as their employers did not 
want the communication extended further. 
The control participating organisations expected to have over the form of 
communication undertaken in public relations practice caused significant tensions to 
some public relations practitioners in the course of their work. In Example 75, for 
instance, Interviewee T had been instructed by their organisation to carry out two-
way communication without an organisational response (one responder). They were 
presenting an organisational decision to stakeholders and asking for their feedback 
on that decision. There was no provision in the organisation’s instructions for 
Interviewee T to do anything other than gather this feedback and report on it to the 
organisation. However, the stakeholders who turned up to participate in the two-way 
communication insisted that the organisation provide a response – that is, they 
demanded the form of communication be shifted to one with two responders. 
Interviewee T commented on the extreme feelings of discomfort this caused them 
and described how they felt compelled to pass on this demand to the organisation 
involved. They were not empowered to respond to the stakeholders’ feedback 
themselves, however. There was also no suggestion that the organisation did 
anything in regards to the stakeholder demands for a response, probably because the 
decision-making process had already proceeded beyond the point where this was 
required by law. This indicated again the existence and significance of power in 
understanding the implementation of two-way public relations communication. 
 
5.2 Starting and ending communication 
The principle of mutuality in dialogue – and specifically, its characteristic of 
the spirit of mutual equality (Kent & Taylor, 2002) – stipulates that participants 
should allow communication to generate organically where it will, and to continue 
until it has run its course. However, this is at odds with the instrumentalist and 
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structured approach interviewees perceived was expected of them in the two-way 
communication they undertook in their work. In particular, interviewees described 
how organisations who chose to undertake two-way communication voluntarily – 
that is, for reasons other than meeting legal requirements – expected public relations 
practitioners to be able to start and stop the communication with stakeholders at a 
time of the organisation’s choosing. 
Most interviewees commented – either explicitly or implicitly – that they had 
specific expectations of the form two-way public relations communication would 
take: they expected that the initial message they sent to stakeholders would lead to a 
communicative response (feedback) from those stakeholders and thus the conduct of 
two-way communication. However, some interviewees described how these 
expectations of receiving a response to the communication they had sent out on 
behalf of their organisation were not fulfilled, causing more points of tension for 
public relations practitioners in their work. 
Interviewee H discussed a situation where their efforts to engage a 
stakeholder group in two-way communication were utterly ignored. 
I guess some groups resist engaging with us. They just hate us, don’t want 
anything to do with us and it can be very hard to work with them because 
they - you know it’s always on their terms. (Interviewee H) 
 
In this instance the stakeholders declined to engage in the return 
communication central to dialogue because of their negative feelings about the 
organisation. This demonstrated that stakeholders could have absolute control over 
their participation two-way public relations communication, despite the efforts of 
others to engage them.  
Interviewee D also raised the possibility of not receiving a response from 
stakeholders. In their example (Example 16) this was because of the stakeholders’ 
previous negative experiences of two-way public relations communication – both its 
implementation and its outcome – and the role of the public relations practitioner 
within that communication. Given that interviewees frequently conflated the identity 
of public relations practitioners with that of the organisation, this could be taken as 
further demonstrating that stakeholders’ negative perceptions of the organisation 
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involved had led to their refusal to participate in two-way communication. This 
supported the idea that stakeholders had power over whether or not they participated.  
Other interviewees suggested that stakeholders declined to respond to a 
communication initiative because of other less clear reasons. Interviewee C, for 
example, described how their efforts to engage internal stakeholders in two-way 
communication were thwarted by their lack of response. 
So what I’ve done at the boss’s request, which has given me an entree, is he 
asked for a context paper about our industry relationship. I produced one and 
he asked for that at the executive level, so they were all aware that I’d been 
asked to write this. It said with assistance from - so I send it to the Head of 
Comms, also send it to the Head of Engagement. Haven’t acknowledged that 
he’s even received it. (Interviewee C) 
 
This further emphasised how stakeholders could radically affect the form of 
two-way public relations communication – up to and including controlling whether it 
even occurred. In this instance the public relations practitioner expected to have 
some influence over the conduct of the communication because of the power 
devolved to them from the organisation (the “entree” referred to): they obviously 
thought this endorsement by “the boss” would influence the stakeholders’ 
willingness to participate. However, the non-compliance of the stakeholders in this 
case showed that ultimately the control over stakeholder participation in the 
implementation of two-way communication rested with those stakeholders. 
Interviewee M commented on their similar experience when reflecting on 
how two-way communication in public relations was important to the relationship 
between organisations and stakeholders. They suggested that in their experience 
stakeholders refused or declined to participate because of the demands they felt it 
would make on their time.  
Our relationships can only work when we [organisations and stakeholders] 
enter into dialogue and we [public relations practitioners] facilitate that 
process. When you send out emails - and I usually do emails. [Stakeholders] 
are very busy so I’ll rarely ring them. But yes, in that side it’s disappointing 
that you don’t get the response that you want straight away and it does test 
you as a PR practitioner to understand that you need to work in the bigger 
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picture and understand that it’s not something that’s directed at you. They 
just don’t communicate. And I consider that as a challenge. (Interviewee M) 
 
The “challenge” referred to here could be construed as referring to the public 
relations practitioner’s desire to get the stakeholders to conform to their 
understanding of what should happen in two-way communication based on their 
training, education, and experience as a public relations professional. This would 
imply that although the public relations practitioner did not have control over the 
actions of the stakeholders, they expected to be able to find some means of 
influencing the stakeholders’ communication behaviour so that they responded – as 
the public relations practitioner saw it – more appropriately.  
Such examples indicated that interviewees felt that stakeholders had absolute 
control over whether or not they responded to communications received from public 
relations practitioners and hence whether or not they participated in two-way 
communication: thus stakeholders could – and sometimes did – exert their power of 
veto or non-response and controlled whether two-way communication actually 
occurred. In doing so they demonstrated an extreme type of controlling power over 
the form of two-way communication in public relations. 
A couple of interviewees, however, raised the possibility that a lack of 
response by stakeholders to communication need not necessarily indicate that two-
way communication was not taking place. They suggested that in fact stakeholders’ 
behaviour in response to the communication received from the public relations 
practitioner was enough to constitute evidence that two-way communication was 
occurring. Interviewee N, for example, described their feeling that stakeholders’ 
response to an advertisement they had posted was enough to demonstrate a response 
and hence two-way communication. 
...that’s a bit of an interesting one in that as a practitioner you’re putting out a 
message or a picture or some kind of dialogue with the hope of it generating 
a response from your target audience. But there’s not often dialogue back 
unless it’s someone calling to say, gee I loved that or gee I was offended by 
that. But the - you’re putting dialogue out there but what you get back might 
be an action for example purchasing something. So, I just…Yeah, so 
they’re...they [stakeholders] don’t give me dialogue back, they just go and do 
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something as a result, or don’t do something as the case may be. So I guess 
that’s just an example of a situation where I’m putting dialogue out there. It’s 
probably one of the few examples actually but I’m not getting dialogue back. 
Yeah, I think it is dialogue because when the advertisement reaches them I 
think they’re still responding to it even if that message never gets back to you 
in the same form. I think that they’re still responding by going to the shop 
and buying the product that was advertised. (Interviewee N) 
 
Although this interviewee made specific reference to advertising, which is 
not public relations, it still constituted part of their experience of two-way 
communication in their public relations work and thus the example was retained for 
analysis. This example demonstrated that stakeholders not only controlled whether 
they responded to communication in two-way communication, but how they 
responded to it: that is, through a direct return of communication or through 
behaviour. Interviewee L commented on a similar experience: 
...you might get a community member come back to you and say, I read 
about the funding that you provide, is there stuff available for my school? So, 
I guess it’s a feedback loop of people coming over or somebody thinking - 
graduates saying, I read that great story about those graduates at [Location 
38]. I might apply for that, I’ll put in an application which, again, is a 
different kind of dialogue about employment. (Interviewee L) 
 
Again this interviewee implied that response of stakeholders to 
communication from public relations practitioners might be influenced but not 
controlled. Such a perspective could also be linked to the overall outcomes from 
two-way communication in public relations, which will be dealt with in more detail 
in Chapter 6 of this thesis. 
 
5.3 Topics of communication 
According to Kent and Taylor (2002, p. 25), participants in normative 
dialogue  “should feel comfortable discussing any topic”. Multiple interviewees, 
however, noted their experience in the conduct of two-way public relations 
communication that the organisation expected them to be able to control the topics 
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discussed with stakeholders. These constraints were distinguished by what the 
organisation felt were the negotiable and non-negotiable aspects of decisions they 
had made.  
For example, Interviewee T talked about being instructed by their 
organisation to engage local residents in communication about how a finished 
project should look – where the shade areas should be, what access should be like 
(Example 79). However, they felt incredibly frustrated that the stakeholders actually 
wanted to use this opportunity to argue about whether the project should be going 
ahead at all. Interviewee T felt this was not the purpose of two-way communication 
at this stage on the organisation’s timeline, and therefore the topics stakeholders 
wanted to discuss were inappropriate. 
Other public relations practitioners interviewed described how they attempted 
to alleviate – or even avoid – this type of tension by clearly stipulating to the 
stakeholders involved what issues were within the parameters of the two-way 
communication: in other words, seeking to control what stakeholders could discuss 
and what they could not. Others sought to control stakeholders’ expectations of the 
purpose of the two-way communication – whether it was simply to provide 
information and insight, or whether it was to seek solutions to issues. 
The purpose of this community reference group was not as an advisory or an 
approvals group, they were simply there to be a transporter of information 
out to their people. That was again in the terms of reference so it was very 
clear that they are not a decision making or approvals group. (Interviewee G) 
 
Interviewee T agreed with this perspective. 
 
I think where I’m talking about community and stakeholder engagement, I 
think the precursors you have to put in place is to be very clear about the 
purpose of the dialogue - what do you want to get out of this and what can 
the community or stakeholder get out of it... These are our negotiables, these 
are our non-negotiables. This is what you can change, this is what you can’t. 
(Interviewee T) 
 
Similarly, Interviewee O emphasised the importance of clarifying the 
parameters of two-way communication in public relations in advance of engaging 
stakeholders. 
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My role and the role of my team is to make sure that the community is very 
clear on what they can influence and what they can’t influence, and also that 
they’re informed beforehand. (Interviewee O) 
 
None of the examples given by the public relations practitioners suggested 
that they were the ones who decided which topics were open for discussion. In terms 
of the power in play here, therefore, the public relations practitioners were acting in 
accordance with the organisation’s instructions. Stakeholders could attempt to 
influence the topics being discussed, but there were no examples in this research 
where they succeeded in making organisations talk about something they did not 
want to.  
 
5.4 Participant perceptions of each other 
In their discussion of the normative concept of dialogue in public relations, 
Kent and Taylor (2002) describe how participants should regard each other as unique 
and individual, and to regard those characteristics as bringing something valuable 
and important to the communication involved. The public relations practitioners 
interviewed for the research for this thesis made comments that while this was 
evident occasionally in their work, their perception was in fact the participants in 
two-way public relations communication did not often demonstrate this appreciation 
of “strange otherness” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 28). This lack of appreciation was 
shown in some of the comments the interviewees made about what they thought 
about the organisations and stakeholders involved in two-way public relations 
communication, and how they thought those participants perceived each other. 
The public relations practitioners interviewed for this thesis were sometimes 
equivocal in their perceptions of their organisations’ contributions to two-way 
communication. This was particularly evident in their comments when those 
organisations failed to live up to the practitioners’ expectations of how they should 
behave in two-way communication. Interviewee C described their frustration at their 
employer’s unwillingness to even participate in two-way communication they had 
recommended because it addressed an issue the organisation did not want to discuss.  
In Example 59, Interviewee P described their frustration at their employer’s 
decision to disregard the community feedback they had gathered on a project 
because of previously-undisclosed funding constraints. This idea of participants 
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having hidden agendas is also antithetical to the idea of genuineness and trust as 
keystones of dialogue (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 29). 
Interviewees also described how they felt frustrated by their employers’ lack 
of appreciation for the counsel offered by their public relations practitioners in two-
way communication. Interviewee D discussed this as follows: 
We do find sometimes that public relations as opposed to other services like a 
lawyer or an accountant, people usually won’t question their lawyer or 
accountant because they understand that they probably really know what 
they’re talking about. Sometimes with public relations, we aren’t given that 
weight of importance in terms of fees or the information that we’re given or 
the way that they deal with our recommendations and our advice. So that’s 
just an ongoing battle. (Interviewee D) 
 
This idea of an “ongoing battle” with their employers/clients over the quality 
and significance of the advice the practitioners offered indicates a perceived lack of 
appreciation by the organisations involved of the unique qualities of public relations 
practitioner input into two-way communication. 
Practitioners noted that stakeholders often differed substantially from 
organisations in terms of their priorities and concerns. Some interviewees 
acknowledged that this was an important positive aspect of their involvement in two-
way communication in their work. This was because the perspectives and insights 
offered by stakeholders in two-way communication allowed the public relations 
practitioners to identify issues – existing or potential – that might interfere with 
organisations’ ability to achieve their objectives, and to devise ways to overcome 
them. For example, Interviewee P described how their involvement with a 
previously-overlooked community group allowed them to discover new information 
in relation to a project. 
They [the stakeholders] gave us something that we didn’t have, which was a 
background and understanding of not only their businesses but their 
community. The [Location 17] community is an important one. Who would 
have thought that [Location 17] would have really been affected, but it 
wasn’t until we got talking to the representative that it was a case of, God, of 
course. These residents, the only way they can get through is going through 
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our construction and we’re going to impact on them for the next two years. 
They’re very important, we’ve got to make sure we keep them informed. 
(Interviewee P) 
 
The basis for Interviewee P’s conclusion about the worth of this input was 
based on their perception of how much it would benefit the organisation involved, 
noting that as a result of their inclusion in two-way public relations communication, 
the community became advocates for the project. 
Similarly Interviewee S provided two examples (68 and 69) where 
stakeholders’ expressions of their different perspectives on a project allowed the 
public relations practitioner to identify and resolve potential issues. In these 
examples, the public relations practitioner clearly valued the “strange otherness” of 
these participants in two-way public relations communication, which they felt 
allowed them to achieve a much better outcome for their organisation than if the 
issues had been left to eventuate.  
In other situations though, public relations practitioners expressed their 
frustration and concern over the differences brought to two-way communication by 
stakeholders. Both Interviewee T and Interviewee P described examples where 
stakeholders had behaved in ways they thought were unreasonable and unfair, 
particularly in how they had made complaints against the public relations 
practitioners’ organisations. 
Interviewee T among others reflected on their perception that the differences 
between organisations and stakeholders were a source of concern to these 
participants in two-way public relations communication rather than something to 
value. In discussing the impact of differences between community stakeholder 
wishes and those of their employer, Interviewee T noted how the stakeholders 
demonstrated no appreciation of the organisation’s points of difference: 
So you can have people chaining themselves to things and actually physically 
stopping you from working…The people in this project area are affluent, 
intelligent, educated. So they know people in the media; they know people in 
the law; they know people in politics. (Interviewee T)   
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Interviewee T’s perception in this case was that the stakeholders would use 
these contacts to attempt to enforce their perspective on the organisation in relation 
to this project, rather than demonstrating any appreciation of the possible merits of 
the organisation’s position. 
Perhaps as a result of such concerns, many of the public relations 
practitioners interviewed for this research noted their concern over who was invited 
to participate in organisationally-initiated two-way communication – and who was 
excluded. 
 
5.5 Who should be involved? 
The principle of empathy – and in particular, the idea of confirmation – 
describes how participants in normative dialogue should acknowledge “the voice of 
the other in spite of one’s ability to ignore it” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 27). 
Comments made by some interviewees suggested that in public relations dialogue, 
practitioners sought to restrict the choice of stakeholders involved in the 
communication in two-way public relations communication. Specifically, they 
discussed how they often attempted to influence organisations to approve public 
relations practitioners’ recommendations that it should include community reference 
groups (CRGs) rather than broader populations. Interviewee D suggested that this 
approach was one they strongly advocated, as two-way communication without 
constraints on which stakeholders could participate often became – in their 
experience – “very confrontational”. 
The implication of these comments was that public relations practitioners 
were reluctant to enter into two-way communication where they felt it might result in 
confrontation. However, they did not seem to consider that NOT undertaking the 
communication was an option (because of their lack of control over that decision) so 
they sought instead to influence the organisation’s choice of communication targets. 
The fact that the public relations practitioner did not have absolute control over the 
decision to use CRGs was revealed in their use of the word “advise”: the decision-
making power still rested with the organisation. 
The selection process for identifying members of CRGs also provided further 
evidence of the controlling power of organisations in deciding who they engage in 
two-way public relations communication. Interviewee G described this process as 
follows: 
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What happens, with the community reference group we [the public relations 
team] put together a terms of reference. We worked with Organisation 17 to 
develop a terms of reference. It was advertised in the paper and the 
government gazette. There was a flyer letterbox drop. Basically we told 
people that we were forming this group and we asked for expressions of 
interest. We made it public knowledge of the criteria that we were looking for 
and for people to submit their applications and responding to each of those 
criteria. So we got however many expressions of interest - I can’t remember, 
it was back in 2005 or 2006. Once we got those expressions of interest, the 
independent facilitator plus a representative from Organisation 17 plus a 
representative from Organisation 12, we just went through all of them and 
basically tried to categorise them. We were in a lucky position because we 
had 12 or 14 people submit expressions of interest and all of them were 
relevant and good so they all were accepted. So that’s how that came about. 
(Interviewee G) 
 
The interviewee’s comments clearly indicated the level of control the 
organisation retained in the approval process for appointing CRG members, 
notwithstanding the involvement of an independent facilitator.  
It could also be construed that working with organisationally-approved CRGs 
in this manner is a demonstration of the organisation’s desire to control the conduct 
of two-way communication in public relations. 
One interviewee – Interviewee P – described their approach to initiating two-
way communication with CRGs in a slightly different way. Interviewee P’s 
consultancy had been brought into a situation where their client had already 
established (and approved) the participation of CRGs on a community liaison panel. 
Interviewee P described how as a public relations practitioner they exerted a measure 
of control to extend the scope and membership of this panel to include more CRGs.  
Four of the groups out of the six, that’s the original stakeholders and 
reference groups, they were, in part, dictated to us by the contract during the 
planning and the business case and the environmental impact study for 
Project 33. The government and the planning entity actually established some 
groups...so the membership was pretty much set, although we were able to 
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amend that if there was somebody else interested in coming on board. In fact, 
we ended up doing that. We found someone who was interested and then, 
would you like to come along and keep your members informed, and that 
worked. (Interviewee P) 
 
In this example, the public relations practitioner described how the use of 
CRGs generally on this project was prescribed and therefore controlled by powerful 
external stakeholders, such as government. Within the boundaries of this decision 
there was apparently leeway for the organisation to make some changes, and 
Interviewee P discussed how they were given control to appoint more members by 
the organisation involved. This suggested that power was voluntarily devolved to the 
public relations practitioner by the organisation. Interviewee P then noted how the 
stakeholders on the panel exerted some influence over who else was approached to 
initiate two-way communication: “...members around the table will say, have you 
thought about such and such?” Interviewee P also commented that although they 
took suggestions – a clear indication they were open to influence by stakeholders – 
they also came up with their own ideas for new CRGs to be approached. However, it 
was apparent that the overall approval for the appointment of these new groups – and 
thus the power to initiate two-way communication with them – remained with the 
organisation: as Interviewee P noted, the organisation had to sign off on the 
protocols required. Finally, the potential CRG members were approached by the 
public relations practitioner to initiate two-way communication. 
This example illustrated how the complicated and complex series of events to 
initiate two-way communication between the organisation and its stakeholders – 
facilitated by the public relations practitioner – was structured on a framework of 
control and influence between participants. However, in this example, unlike in those 
discussed previously in this section, the public relations practitioner saw the 
initiation of two-way communication with increased numbers of CRGs as a way to 
broaden and expand the participation of stakeholder groups. 
Other examples demonstrated how it was not only organisations who 
attempted to control who should be involved in two-way public relations 
communication. Interviewees described how stakeholders also attempted to control 
the implementation of this communication by involving the media and/or other 
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influential and powerful stakeholders. Interviewee C, for example, talked about how 
one of their stakeholder groups sought to extend and increase its power in the two-
way communication to determine the development of a new computer system by 
getting coverage in the media. The reason for the stakeholder group taking this 
action was to seek broader industry support for their ideas, which conflicted with 
those of the organisation. Their aim was to influence other stakeholders who had not 
been approached to take part to force their way into the communication process, 
swaying the decision-making with their numbers. Interviewee C also commented, 
however, on the lack of success this initiative had. 
[The stakeholder group’s action] just gets people’s backs up. . .They haven’t 
successfully got their argument off the front page of the IT section into 
general news yet. So we’re quite happy for them to jump up and down and 
carry on as long as it’s still in the IT section. But for a long time our 
management in particular was paranoid, but they’d done it so – and they 
don’t always – they’re always there making a comment that supports 
negative view. The story’s not always initiated by them, but no one believes 
it. But they’ve done it so often it’s like nothing actually really bad’s ever 
happened as a consequence. People are just learning to ignore it. (Interviewee 
C) 
 
This seemed to indicate that the stakeholder group’s attempt to wrest power 
through gaining the support of other stakeholders – who had not been invited to 
participate in the two-way communication – was unsuccessful. In turn this implied 
that the control over the implementation of the communication process did not 
actually lie with the stakeholders, but rather with the organisation involved. 
Interviewee O described a similar situation in which stakeholders had 
attempted to control the implementation of the two-way communication in which 
they were engaged. In this example, activist community members opposed to a 
development sought to control an information session and turn it into a 
confrontation. 
. . .there was some fairly strong opposition to any development whatsoever 
and when the draft plan came out there were several hundred people turning 
up on the evening and we were aware that that was going to happen, and all 
very angry. They’d been geed up by these people who had their own agenda. 
. .(Interviewee O) 
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The agenda referred to here was the opposition’s desire to influence other 
less-involved stakeholders to participate in the two-way communication 
aggressively, to object to the plans. As in Interviewee C’s example above, however, 
Interviewee O noted how the activist stakeholder group was not successful in its 
attempt to control the implementation of this communication. The interviewee 
clearly indicated that the organisation had absolute control over the participation of 
their staff, which in turn helped to influence other stakeholders not to take the action 
suggested by the activist group. 
Other interviewees described how stakeholders sometimes sought to involve 
politicians in two-way public relations communication. The purpose of this was 
usually so that the politicians could apply pressure to the organisation to behave in a 
way the stakeholders found desirable. For example, Interviewee S talked about the 
impact of community stakeholders exerting their influence over politicians to get 
them to participate in an instance of two-way public relations communication to 
which they had not been invited. 
...there is a lot of pressure coming down through the political channels to the 
project delivery level saying you need to make sure my community is 
informed or I am going to be on your doorstep because I’m sick of hearing 
about it. (Interviewee S) 
 
This example suggested the existence of two rounds of influence: in the first, 
the politician described how they had been influenced by the community to contact 
the organisation. Secondly, there was a clear expectation that the involvement of the 
politician with the organisation would influence the form of the communication the 
organisation had with the community. 
All of these examples of the exertion – or attempted exertion – of power, 
control, or influence over the involvement of participants in two-way public relations 
communication are therefore shown to be contradictory to the spirit of normative 
dialogue (Kent & Taylor, 2002). 
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5.6 Self-disclosure  
Another defining normative characteristic of dialogue is the willingness of 
participants to take risks by consciously making themselves vulnerable through self-
disclosure (Kent & Taylor, 2002). In addition, participants in normative dialogue are 
expected to demonstrate commitment through genuineness, honesty, and the 
disclosure of pre-existing agendas (Kent & Taylor, 2002). Several public relations 
practitioners interviewed described how they felt constrained in their participation in 
two-way public relations communication by the need they felt to adopt an 
organisational persona. This resulted in these public relations practitioners feeling 
they had to refrain from making ‘genuine’ responses to stakeholders – particularly 
those with grievances – in favour of consistently maintaining a professional persona 
and presenting the organisational line on an issue. As Interviewee H put it, 
It can be really hard because sometimes you’re listening personally but 
organisationally you know that they won’t want to hear what the person’s 
saying; it’s just too hard, too controversial, we don’t want to open that can of 
worms for whatever reason…So whether it’s a verbal response or written or 
using a newsletter to address a particular issue - but it’s difficult to make sure 
it’s done genuinely because you are working within the bounds of 
organisational protocol and process. It can be frustrating as an individual 
when you are engaging with someone and what they’re telling you is 
completely valid; but you know that unfortunately your response will be 
pretty cut and dry on paper because it’s got to be in line with key message. 
(Interviewee H) 
 
The interviewee’s assertion here that sticking with organisational responses 
was a “trap” showed the extent of their discomfort with this behaviour; the point of 
tension was clearly demonstrated in the statement that despite this discomfort, they 
still undertook that behaviour because “it works”. Quite what Interviewee H meant 
by the behaviour working was not elucidated further, but the context provided by 
their comment suggested that they felt this use of organisational responses was 
expected of them by their employer. The power of their perception of their 
professional identity as an employee of the organisation took precedence over their 
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professional identity as a public relations practitioner, with its implied commitment 
to what the interviewee felt were superior forms of two-way communication.  
 Interviewee L also described experiencing tension between their personal 
inclination and the requirements of their professional identity in two-way public 
relations communication. This occurred when dealing with a difficult stakeholder, 
whom Interviewee L felt was wasting their time. As Interviewee L put it, “I’m sitting 
there cursing, yelling, swearing [privately] and yet our corporate response is very, 
very different. So that happens all the time.” 
This comment supported the idea that public relations practitioners involved 
in two-way communication did not feel they could allow their own thoughts and 
feelings to appear in the implementation of that communication. Rather, they 
adopted an organisational persona, behind which tensions could be played out 
beyond the two-way communication. 
Kent and Taylor’s (2002, p.29) discussion of the characteristic of 
genuineness in normative dialogue notes that “Dialogue is honest and forthright”, 
and requires participants to be truthful with each other. However, the role of public 
relations practitioners in two-way public relations communication involved a 
subsuming of their identity with that of their employer, sometimes resulting in a lack 
of genuineness in the communication they undertook. Interviewee H acknowledged 
the impact of this lack of authenticity on the conduct of two-way communication in 
public relations. 
. . .a lot of people are very sceptical when they’re contacted by us, whether 
they’re members of the community or members of the government or 
members of the media. Often they just think, that PR person is just here to 
shield us from the truth or spin a lie. To be honest, often we are – not 
spinning a lie, but we are putting information across in a certain way where it 
cannot be misconstrued. Or we’ve got an agenda. That’s because we’re 
working for our clients. So that’s a hurdle as well. (Interviewee H) 
 
This quote clearly demonstrated that the public relations practitioner regarded 
the need to satisfy organisational requirements as a “hurdle” to truthful and honest 
communication with stakeholders.  
Other examples provided by the interviewees showed that they believed both 
organisations and stakeholders could also dissemble and equivocate when it came to 
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their participation in two-way public relations communication. Interviewee P, for 
example, described a situation where a community resident claimed to be so 
disturbed by construction equipment that the organisation involved gave them 
money to stay in a motel for the duration of the works. Interviewee P noted that they 
knew the stakeholder used the money for something else, but still felt that this was 
an appropriate response to the resident’s complaints. As they said,  
Let’s just look at his [the resident’s] living situation. He’s got a wife in 
chronic pain. She lives at one end of the house, he lives at the other end of 
the house. We’ve met them, we’ve been to their home. It does not appear 
normal in any way, shape or form. While vibration [from the construction 
site] is what he’s saying is the issue, I think there’s a lot bigger things. We 
will never know what all those things are but we’ve just got to try and deal 
with this particular thing and do what we can and accept that it doesn’t matter 
what we do, but we’ve got to be seen and we’ve got to believe we are trying 
to do everything that we can to pacify this situation…there was certainly a 
cost, a very tangible cost. One, we gave them money to go and relocate and 
offered that although they didn’t use that money for that, they used that for 
something totally different, and we know that but, hey, the intent was there. 
We were quite sincere in our offer… (Interviewee P) 
 
This example indicated a dichotomy resulting from the practitioner’s 
perception that the implementation of two-way public relations communication 
ideally involves truthful and comprehensive self-disclosure by all participants. The 
public relations practitioner was clearly aware the stakeholder was not being truthful 
or perhaps genuine in their communication with the organisation, but they still felt it 
was appropriate for the organisation to respond respectfully and empathetically. The 
stakeholder’s response was to desist with their complaint, allowing the organisation 
to proceed with its development. Both parties could therefore be said to have 
benefited from the two-way communication, but the normative dialogue 
characteristic of genuineness (Kent & Taylor, 2002) was not evident in the 
communication. 
Similarly, organisations were also seen to put parameters around the extent to 
which they were willing to self-disclose in the implementation of two-way public 
relations communication. This seemed to occur most often where the organisations 
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felt that telling the truth would cause problems with their stakeholders, perhaps 
giving them information which would lead them to lodge objections to 
organisational plans with politicians and other powerful stakeholders. This indicated 
that organisations would perceive that the undertaking of normative dialogue – with 
its requirement that participants (including organisations) should be genuine in fully 
disclosing the truth about their actions and agendas – involved an unacceptable level 
of risk. Willingness to accept this risk is seen as another characteristic of normative 
dialogue (Kent & Taylor, 2002).  
Interviewee T described one situation in which they were asked to enter into 
two-way communication with community members in relation to a project which the 
public relations practitioner knew would be controversial. Their comments implied 
that their employer was initially disinclined to publicise the full extent of the 
development proposal, as they believed it might lead to objections that could delay 
or prevent the project’s implementation. Interviewee T summarised their conflicting 
emotions in relation to these instructions: 
When [Organisation 6] gets a development application for a master plan 
community they have to put it out to the community for consultation. So 
you’re required by law to do it. So sometimes you think oh God I wish I 
didn’t have to. I don’t want to be the one to tell people that they’re going to 
get 12 storeys when they don’t want them…That’s when that risk 
management approach comes in because you kind of have to say to yourself 
if I don’t – I don’t want to go out and raise this as an issue. I don’t really 
want people to suddenly start getting all worried about heights. But you have 
to think what are the consequences if I don’t?. . .What happens if they find 
out?  I think the biggest thing is what happens if they find out about it later. 
You’ve always got to ask yourself that when you have to have a dialogue 
that’s unpleasant and when you really don’t want to have. . .I always say to 
my clients I prefer not to keep this secret because what happens if they find 
out later. Because then they will think that you haven’t been trustworthy – 
sorry then they will think that you haven’t been open and honest and then 
they don’t see you as trustworthy and they’re not going to believe anything 
you said again. . .So yeah I always – that risk management approach what if 
we don’t or what if we do the bare minimum; what if we slip it under the 
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radar; what if we announce it at a time when there’s a lot else going on 
around the place and it’s a big news period – during the Olympics or 
something – what happens if we just slip it out then?. . .I just always think – I 
think you’re setting yourself up for trouble down the track. If you’ve got 
something that you, that the community could find out about you need to let 
them know. (Interviewee T) 
 
In this example, the preference for organisations to tell the complete truth in 
their communication was underpinned not by a desire to do the right thing or be 
ethical, but by the fear of negative consequences resulting from being ‘found out’ by 
stakeholders later. This again suggested that they were aware of – and concerned by 
– the potential power stakeholders have over the achievement of their goals. There 
was a clear acknowledgement here that this interaction was unlikely to be mutually-
beneficial, with the stakeholders being asked to accept something they felt could be 
detrimental to their area. This again suggested that self-interest and the achievement 
of organisational objectives continued to be significant characteristics in two-way 
communication in public relations.  
 
5.7 Chapter 5 summary and conclusions 
This section of the thesis considered the data related to the implementation 
element of two-way public relations communication. Analysis of these data revealed 
the characteristics of this element, which are summarised in Table 5-1 following:
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Table 5-1: Characteristics of the implementation of two-way public relations communication 
(Source: Developed from original research data) 
 
 
 
Two-way communication in public 
relations is characterised by 
parameters around 
 
 
Its form 
 
 
One responder – ticking the box 
Seen by public relations practitioners and stakeholders as inferior and inauthentic 
 
Two responders – closing the loop 
Cookie cutters or tailored replies 
Preferred by public relations practitioners and stakeholders 
When communication starts and ends  Organisations seek to control when communication occurs 
The topics covered 
Organisations seek to limit the topics for discussion 
Negotiables and non-negotiables 
 
Stakeholders seek to discuss the topics of their choice 
Who should be involved 
Organisations seek to control who the participants are to avoid those who might  
 
Public relations practitioners prefer not to involve participants who might be 
confrontational 
 
Stakeholders seek to involve anyone who can help them achieve their objectives 
The extent of self-disclosure required 
Organisations seek not to reveal information that others might use to prevent them from 
reaching their objectives 
 
Public relations practitioners hide their personal and professional preferences behind 
organisational personas 
 
Stakeholders do not tell the truth if it disadvantages them 
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Table 5-1 above indicates the existence of clear parameters in the 
implementation of two-way communication in public relations. These limits were 
observed in relation to the communication processes undertaken, the topics for 
discussion, the inclusion and exclusion of participants, and the extent of self-
disclosure by those involved. The attempts by participants – most often, but not 
always, the organisations involved – to direct and control the implementation of two-
way public relations communication was a characteristic that contradicted many of 
the principles of normative dialogue, including communal orientation, and its 
characteristic spirit of mutuality (Kent & Taylor, 2002).  
The exercise of participants’ power over the form of communication resulted 
in the occurrence of two different forms of two-way communication in public 
relations: those with one responder (most often stakeholders); and those with two 
(both organisations and stakeholders are responders). The recognition of these forms 
allowed the identification of further characteristics of the implementation element of 
two-way public relations communication. Specifically it was shown that the 
implementation of two-way communication in public relations is a contested site 
with organisations, stakeholders, and public relations practitioners sometimes 
wanting to undertake the communication in different ways. This led to public 
relations practitioners experiencing tensions in the conduct of two-way 
communication in their work. 
Interviewees also felt that organisations often expected to be able to control 
when two-way communication started and when it ended, choosing times that best 
suited their own agendas. However, public relations practitioners also noted that 
stakeholders sometimes sought to control this aspect of the implementation of two-
way communication. This led to conflicts when one party was not willing or able to 
participate in two-way communication initiated by another; or when they wished to 
end the communication before the other participant felt it was appropriate to do so. 
This resulted in further tensions for the public relations practitioners as they tried to 
balance the expectations of participants in respect of this element of two-way public 
relations communication. 
Another characteristic of the implementation element of two-way public 
relations communication was the perceived desire of organisations to dictate or 
control the topics for discussion, limiting them to areas that were unlikely to result in 
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unanticipated or unwelcome outcomes. Interviewees described how organisations 
sought to draw parameters around what they felt should be regarded as non-
negotiable aspects of their plans, and to exclude these topics from their 
communication with stakeholders. Interviewees noted the discomfort and tensions 
they experienced in meeting these organisational expectations in situations where 
stakeholders had insisted on setting the agenda or challenging the organisation’s 
presumed power to control it. Organisational attempts to impose restrictions on the 
topics for discussion contradicted the normative dialogue principle of propinquity 
(Kent & Taylor, 2002), once again calling into doubt the relevance of normative 
dialogue to the practice of public relations.  
Interviewees described experiencing several tension points arising from their 
attempts to meet organisational and stakeholder expectations of the implementation 
of two-way communication. They noted how both organisations and stakeholders 
expected to be able to decide when it started, when it stopped, how it occurred, and 
what topics it covered. Clearly, these expectations sometimes conflicted, and the 
public relations practitioners involved felt they could only address – but not 
necessarily resolve – those conflicts by considering the relative power of those 
involved over each other, and over the public relations practitioner. Finally, 
interviewees commented on their experiences of tension between their personal 
feelings and their expectations of their behaviour as professional public relations 
communicators. 
Again, as in Chapter 4, the conclusion of this chapter was that there were 
some critical differences between the characteristics of normative dialogue, and the 
emerging qualities of two-way communication as conducted in public relations 
practice. Specifically, Chapter 5 showed the differences between the characteristics 
of the implementation of normative dialogue, and those of the conduct of two-way 
public relations communication. The significance of these differences, and their 
impact on the development of a dialogic theory of public relations, will be discussed 
in Chapter 7.
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CHAPTER 6 : THE OUTCOMES OF TWO-WAY 
COMMUNICATION IN PUBLIC RELATIONS PRACTICE 
In Chapter 2, it was established that one of the elements of dialogue was the 
outcomes that resulted from the process of two-way communication involved. In this 
chapter, the outcomes of the process of two-way communication in public relations 
practice are identified and analysed, and their distinguishing characteristics 
compared with those of the normative outcomes of dialogue.  
The outcomes of the examples of two-way communication in public relations 
practice presented in the interviews all related to organisational decisions – either 
informing stakeholders of them; inviting stakeholder comment on organisational 
decisions made and possibly refining them as a result; or working with stakeholders 
to make organisational decisions. Analysis of the interview data therefore indicated 
there were three possible outcomes from two-way public relations communication: 
firstly, there might be no change to organisational decisions; secondly, stakeholders 
could be allowed to influence an organisation’s strategy and/or tactics en route to 
achieving predetermined organisational decisions on its goals and objectives; and 
thirdly, stakeholders and organisations could work together to make decisions that 
determine organisational goals and objectives.  
Regardless of the type of outcome of the two-way communication between 
organisations and stakeholders, the overarching conclusion was that it ultimately 
benefitted the organisations involved. There were no examples in the interviewee 
data of any situations in which organisations did not ultimately achieve what they 
wanted. However, there were multiple examples in which the stakeholder 
participants had to accept or acquiesce to decisions they did not like and did not 
want. The evidence to support and justify these conclusions is presented in the 
sections that follow. 
 
6.1 No change to organisational decisions 
Forty-two examples in the interviewee data described instances of two-way 
public relations communication where there were no changes to organisational 
decisions. This was determined by analysing the data the interviewees provided to 
identify any behavioural changes by the organisation that resulted (see Chapter 3 for 
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more details). In these 42 examples, the public relations practitioners concluded that 
the organisation involved did not respond behaviourally to stakeholder input other 
than through the sending and/or receiving of communication. It was therefore 
concluded that in these situations, the conduct of two-way communication was 
sufficient in itself to satisfy the expectations of the organisation, its stakeholders, and 
the public relations practitioners involved. 
In Example 37, Interviewee L described how their organisation chose to 
involve its internal stakeholders in two-way communication about the organisation’s 
decision to change the location of its head office. The decision to move had already 
been made and was apparently regarded by the organisation as being non-negotiable, 
but the organisation instructed Interviewee L to ask its employees what they thought 
of the relocation. The outcome of this communication was never intended to be a 
change to the organisation’s decision: this option had been extended to employees in 
the design phase of the planning. Rather, it was about identifying stakeholder 
concerns and responding to them with further communication designed to allay those 
concerns. Thus the outcome of this example of two-way communication was no 
change to organisational decisions.  
The seeking of individual expressions of concern and the making of tailored 
responses to those concerns (the two responder form of two-way communication, as 
described in Section 5.1.2) was seen by Interviewee L as an important means of 
securing the employees’ acceptance of the move. 
I know what we’re doing and why we’re doing it and can provide the 
necessary background messaging about sustainable development and all the 
objectives about the building that our employees need to understand, to 
accept the change. (Interviewee L) 
 
In other words, the consequence of this two-way communication in public 
relations practice was that the organisation was assisted in achieving its 
predetermined goal of relocating its premises with minimal opposition from its 
internal stakeholders. This echoes the concept of symbolic representation discussed 
by Kent, Harrison, and Taylor (2006, p. 303) which “occurs when organizations, 
institutions, or individuals create public messages about activities in order to garner 
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public interest or support.” This symbolic representation is inherently deceptive and 
misleading, and is therefore antithetical to the normative precepts of dialogue. 
Interviewee B also gave an example of two-way communication in their 
work (Example 10) where the outcome did not involve any change to organisational 
decisions. In this situation, they had provided information to internal stakeholders 
about funding allocations. The stakeholders were concerned about some aspects of 
these allocations and contacted Interviewee B. Interviewee B then responded with 
further information and explanations of the organisation’s decisions in relation to the 
funding. Although the stakeholders were not completely satisfied with this response 
according to Interviewee B, they ceased their complaints. It was therefore 
determined that the outcome of this episode of two-way public relations 
communication did not include changes to organisational decisions. From the nature 
of the communication sent in by stakeholders, it was determined they had some 
initial expectation that the organisation would change its decisions. However, the 
information they received indicated that the organisation was not going to change its 
decision. Given that there was no evidence the stakeholders had any power over the 
organisation to force it to change its decision, the organisation was able to limit the 
outcome of this two-way communication. In this example, the consequence of this 
outcome was that the stakeholders accepted the organisation’s decisions about 
funding allocations. Thus the organisation was able to achieve its predetermined 
goals and objectives in relation to how it allocated its funds.  
This imposition of an organisational decision on its stakeholders clearly 
demonstrated the existence of a power differential in this situation, which the 
organisation used to achieve goals it has already set. This is contrary to the 
normative principle of mutuality in dialogue (Kent & Taylor, 2002) which requires 
participants to behave in a way that acknowledges their mutual dependency, and in a 
manner that fosters equality in decision-making. 
In Examples 81 and 82, Interviewee T described how they undertook two-
way communication with community members about a controversial planning 
proposal. The community responded to Interviewee T’s communication of the plans 
with multiple objections and complaints. Interviewee T responded to each of these 
stakeholder communications with further explanations and justifications of the 
organisation’s decisions. What was made clear, however, was that the organisation’s 
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decisions had already been approved by government, and so were not open to 
negotiation or change. As Interviewee T commented,  
So the dialogue - the feedback that comes in is I don’t want this, I’m not 
happy about this, what are you going to do to compensate me or make me 
feel better about this?  Well then you get into this, well there’s nothing I can 
do, you’re just going to have to deal with it. (Interviewee T) 
 
From the information provided by Interviewee T, episodes of two-way public 
relations communication earlier in the planning process provided stakeholders with 
more chance to have an impact on the organisation’s decisions. However, the two-
way communication in Examples 81 and 82 took place when there was no intention 
that the organisation should accommodate stakeholder concerns. This is contrary to 
the normative dialogue principle of propinquity (Kent & Taylor, 2002), which states 
that communication should be undertaken at a point in the decision-making process 
where stakeholders are still able to have an effect on that decision.  
In some instances, the public relations practitioners felt they were not able to 
achieve stakeholder acceptance of organisational decisions. In these instances, the 
public relations practitioner acknowledged there were some circumstances in which 
the positions of the organisation and its stakeholders were so diametrically opposed 
that they would simply too far apart to ever achieve mutual acceptance. In such 
circumstances they felt the best outcome for the organisation – which was still their 
guiding imperative – was to get stakeholders to acquiesce to the organisational 
decision concerned. Although acquiescence was seen as an inferior quality outcome 
to acceptance, it was still one that public relations practitioners expected could result 
from two-way communication in their work. The public relations practitioner 
perspective on two-way communication relevant to this type of ‘no change’ outcome 
was summed up by Interviewee K in their comments as follows: 
I’m happy to end a conversation where there is no agreement that is met and 
both parties walk away and it’s a lose-lose. Well I kind of win as I haven’t 
given them anything. But I guess they lose out as they haven’t got what they 
want. In those cases, it’s just acknowledging their viewpoint, reiterating your 
position and just making it clear for that reason you can’t give them what 
they want. (Interviewee K) 
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This adversarial approach to two-way communication in public relations 
practice again indicated its divergence from the normative principles of dialogue.  
The examples where no change to organisational decisions resulted from 
two-way public relations communication were therefore seen to lead to changes to 
the behaviour of the stakeholders involved. In Examples 10, 81, and 82 described 
previously, for example, the stakeholders changed their behaviour by ceasing their 
complaints about the organisations involved. Therefore their behaviour changed as a 
consequence of their two-way communication with the public relations practitioner 
on behalf of the organisation, even though there had been no change in the 
organisational decision that had originally precipitated the complaints.  
Other examples of two-way communication in public relations practice 
provided for this research showed how organisations allowed the input of 
stakeholders to have some impact on organisational decisions, albeit to a limited 
extent of the organisations’ choosing. 
 
6.2 Changes to the implementation of organisational decisions  
The second classification of the outcomes of two-way communication in 
public relations practice identified in the interviewee data was that of the 
organisation allowing its stakeholders to have some influence over its decisions 
about the strategy and tactics used to reach the organisation’s predetermined goals 
and objectives. This was found to have occurred in 39 out of the 82 examples of two-
way public relations communication provided in this research. 
Interviewee G commented on the experiences in their work that they believed 
were all examples of two-way communication, differentiating them according to 
their outcome:  
With [some] clients it [dialogue] is two-way information however the 
information that we get back is purely just for that, for our information
1
. 
Then there’s other clients who want to go into full on consultation where we 
give you some information, you give us what you think back, we’ll take that 
                                                 
1
 No change to organisational decisions. 
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on board and then we will come back to you and say thanks very much
2…  
Or there’s consultation to the extreme whereby we give them [stakeholders] 
information, they come back to us, we come back and say thanks very much 
and this is how you’ve changed our process or changed our timelines or it has 
influenced our project in these ways. (Interviewee G) 
 
In the final type of two-way communication described – “consultation to the 
extreme” – the outcome included the incorporation of stakeholder input on the 
organisation’s choice of strategies and tactics, with consequential changes on the 
organisation’s behaviour. 
Interviewee H described a similar outcome from an example of two-way 
communication in their work. Interviewee H was employed by Organisation 34 to 
undertake communication with community members about Project 14, an 
infrastructure development project that had already received outline planning 
approval. Interviewee H described how they facilitated a number of “drop-in days” 
where local residents could come along and look at detailed maps of the plans, as 
well as raise any concerns they had. This feedback was then returned to Organisation 
34. As the project had already received outline approval, this raised the question of 
why the public relations practitioner felt the organisation had asked for two-way 
communication with its stakeholders. Interviewee H’s perception was that inviting 
feedback from stakeholders was an important means of identifying potential 
problems that might delay the granting of more detailed approvals; as well as 
demonstrating organisational appreciation of the fact that stakeholders had concerns, 
which might in turn placate disgruntled community members.  
Interviewee H also described how in some instances the organisation went 
further than simply gathering responses. 
I guess it could be viewed as what’s the point of having these drop-in days; 
or why am I even bothering attending because the decision’s already made 
isn’t it?  So yeah there’s an element of that I suppose. We recognise that 
some things for the project are negotiable and others are not. So we try to 
focus on what people can actually give us feedback on and that might be as 
                                                 
2
 No change to organisational decisions. 
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simple as - well it’s not a simple thing but you know where a [project-
specific structure] actually sits on a property - that can be negotiated with 
property owners. So there’s a little bit of room to move on that level - so we 
might shift it by 20 metres and that could assist to minimise the clearance 
between a home and a [project-specific structure]. But yeah we wouldn’t be 
in a position to go oh well no one wants a [project-specific structure] so we 
won’t build it, we’ll move somewhere else. (Interviewee H) 
 
In this example – and others like it – the organisation had already decided on 
its objectives and preferred course of action on how to achieve them. As a result of 
information received from stakeholders in the process of two-way communication 
though, the organisation changed aspects of how it implemented its decisions. There 
was no indication in the comments provided by Interviewee H that the stakeholders 
had made – or were going to make – a formal objection; nor that any such objection 
would be sufficient to impact the project. There was also no suggestion that the 
stakeholders concerned had any direct power over the organisation in this regard. 
Yet the organisation chose to respond positively to the expressed wishes of some of 
its stakeholders. It could therefore be argued that the organisation had chosen to cede 
some of its power to these stakeholders, allowing them to influence its decisions. 
The stakeholders did not change their behaviour as they were not actually doing 
anything other than articulating their concerns. Interviewee H believed the reason for 
the organisation making this concession was its desire to avoid future conflict with 
these stakeholders. However, the organisation did not totally withdraw from its 
initially-proposed decisions. Instead, it merely made concessions to its plans to 
implement those decisions to make them more acceptable to the stakeholders: 
Project 14 still went ahead because its implementation was a non-negotiable aspect 
of the organisation’s decisions.  
Interviewee H was one of a number of public relations practitioners who 
described the relevance of negotiable and non-negotiable aspects of organisational 
behaviour to their understanding of the outcomes of two-way communication. 
Interviewee T also used this terminology in discussing the concessions made to 
stakeholders in Example 81, where the completion of Project 25 was also described 
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as a non-negotiable feature within which outcomes responsive to stakeholder input 
were developed.  
This type of outcome from two-way public relations communication further 
supported the emerging understanding that the perceived relative power of 
participants was integral to public relations practitioners’ experiences of two-way 
communication in their work. The organisation had the power to set and maintain its 
commitment to achieving certain objectives, and this indicated the existence of the 
non-negotiable aspects of the two-way communication undertaken with stakeholders. 
Concessions of organisational power were made only in respect of the strategies and 
tactics employed to reach these objectives. This is illustrated in Figure 6-1 below: 
 
Figure 6-1: Organisational changes to strategies and tactics en route to achieving 
predetermined non-negotiable goals as an outcome of two-way communication in public relations 
(Source: Derived from original data for this thesis) 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An example of this type of outcome was also provided by Interviewee T, 
describing Project 27, a non-commercial infrastructure development. In the course of 
this development, Interviewee T was asked to get community input into the location 
of the car park for the construction employees’ vehicles. There were a number of 
safety and logistical constraints on this decision from the organisation’s point of 
view which affected the nature of the outcome of the two-way communication. 
So there’s a lot of non-negotiables. The first thing you do, when you’re 
getting feedback, is you work on well look these are non-negotiables, there’s 
nothing you can do about this. When it comes to the negotiables, often it can 
come down to majority rule. So you seek as much feedback as you can - car 
park location for Project 27 was a perfect example…Organisation 6 and 
Organisation  
Goals 
Changes to 
organisational 
strategies and/or 
tactics 
Non-negotiable 
organisational constraints  
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Organisation 66 worked together to come up with options. So they came - 
and what we went to the community was with look this can’t be where you 
think it should go because there are constraints around different sites. So 
coming back to those negotiables and non-negotiables - we can’t put it in the 
[Location 15] because it’s a working [site]. We can’t have construction 
workers parking alongside [location-specific details] at the moment. That’s 
not safe. So it’s got to be safe. So you’ve got things like well a site has to be 
safe, we cannot be risking anyone’s lives by putting a car park there. So we 
came up with the options and we went out to the community and just got the 
feedback. It really boils down to then majority rules. The options that most 
people prefer is the one that’s going to get out. (Interviewee T) 
 
While it might seem initially that this is an example of the stakeholders 
making a decision for the organisation to abide by, in fact it was about them making 
a guided choice within organisationally-determined parameters that the organisation 
allowed to impact on a decision it had already made. There was no discussion of the 
option that there should be no car park, or that the development should not go ahead. 
This two-way communication was undertaken for the sole purpose of providing the 
organisation with information it could choose to use in the implementation of its 
decisions. This begged the question, why would an organisation do this? Why would 
it not use its understanding of the constraints and limitations to make a decision and 
then inform the stakeholders of that? As Interviewee T stated, inviting stakeholders 
to contribute to the process of decision-making in relation to the implementation of 
predetermined organisational goals was seen as a way of improving the chances that 
the outcome of that process would be acceptable to them. 
So people, if they sign up to the process and agree with the process, even if 
they don’t like the outcome, they can never say they weren’t consulted. So 
it’s about the opportunity to provide input and it’s about communication and 
telling people yes this is your opportunity. It’s getting it there and saying this 
is how - we’ve got these options; this is how you can provide input; this is 
what you can go to this meeting; you can provide feedback online. So yes it’s 
also about - it’s making people aware about the options and the fact that they 
can provide input. It’s about gathering their feedback afterwards and feeding 
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it back to them to say look the majority of you wanted this so that’s the way 
we’re going. (Interviewee T) 
 
This would therefore tie in with one of the organisational motivations to enter 
into two-way public relations communication described in Chapter 4 – to avoid 
issues. However, the purpose of avoiding these issues is ultimately to benefit the 
organisation by allowing it to achieve its overall goals and objectives. The benefits to 
stakeholders are limited to allowing them to influence the steps taken en route to that 
goal to give them a sense that they have minimised the impact the implementation of 
organisational decisions has on them.  
This type of outcome from two-way public relations communication is 
therefore changes to how an organisation achieves its predetermined decisions about 
its desired objectives, not what those decisions are. As such, this again indicates that 
the principle of propinquity in normative dialogue (Kent & Taylor, 2002) has little or 
no relevance to two-way communication in public relations. It might be argued that 
the organisational concessions made to stakeholders demonstrate that organisations 
are aware of the mutuality of their connection; and make changes to their decisions 
as a result of the empathy they have for their stakeholders’ preferences. However, 
the stated impetus for this behaviour by organisations is their desire to achieve their 
own goals and objectives. In order to do so they seek to placate stakeholders and 
resolve or avoid conflict by making concessions that still allow the organisations to 
reach their predetermined objectives. The changes the organisations made in the 
examples provided by the interviewees were relatively minor in scope and nature, 
but could be used by the organisation – and its public relations practitioners – to 
demonstrate the responsiveness of organisations to their stakeholders. 
 
6.3 Co-creation of organisational decisions 
The third outcome of two-way public relations communication identified in 
the interviewee data was the co-creating by organisations and stakeholders of 
decisions about organisational goals and objectives. In these circumstances, the 
organisation had no apparent predetermined agenda and used two-way 
communication with its stakeholders to develop a decision on organisational goals 
and objectives that suited both parties.  
Chapter 6: The outcomes of two-way public relations communication 
 
166 
 
This was only observed in the data relating to one example given in the 
interviews, Example 66. In that example, Organisation 61 had employed Interviewee 
S to gauge community sentiment in relation to the creation of a monument to local 
people who had lost their lives in a recent natural disaster. Organisation 61 had no 
apparent prior commitment to building any such monument, but had thought it might 
be an appropriate way to help the community acknowledge the impact of the 
disaster. The initial rounds of this two-way communication involved Interviewee S 
and members of community and special interest groups discussing whether there was 
in fact any need for such a monument. There was a clear indication in Interviewee 
S’s comments that had the community not wanted this memorial, it would not have 
gone ahead. However, the majority of the community expressed their desire to have 
something built to acknowledge the impact of the disaster on them.  
There were certain pockets of the community who came back and said we 
don’t need a memorial. We walk down the street every day and we are 
reminded of it. We don’t need something else to remind us of it. So there are 
people like that who they don’t want it and they won’t be happy with it 
definitely when it’s done, but 90 per cent of the people who came back said 
they did want it. So in that case we have to go with the vast majority rules 
and go forward with the process. (Interviewee S) 
 
Despite the acknowledgement of dissenting voices, these comments indicated 
the co-creation of Organisation 61’s goals and objectives in relation to this project by 
community members and Organisation 61. The implication was that the decision 
about whether or not Organisation 61 should go ahead with the development of the 
monument was arrived at as a result of its two-way communication with its 
stakeholders. Thus the organisation’s goals in relation to this project were 
determined in conjunction with its stakeholders. 
Consideration of this example led to the conclusion that the unique nature of 
the circumstances involved might have been responsible for Organisation 61 
adopting this approach. The sensitive matter discussed would have made it 
inappropriate for the organisation to enter into two-way communication with a 
predetermined outcome in mind. In addition, the lack of any obvious political or 
commercial agenda in this situation might have avoided the perceived need for 
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Organisation 61 to impose constraints experienced by most of the other organisations 
mentioned in this research. The desired consequence of this two-way communication 
was not to achieve stakeholder acceptance of an organisational decision, but rather to 
facilitate stakeholder participation in the making of that decision so that it would be 
acceptable to both the organisation and the stakeholders.  
Unlike the other examples, there did not seem to be any clear indication 
initially of direct organisational benefit from this approach. Interviewee S’s 
comments suggested rather that the organisation was concerned only about the 
benefit to its stakeholders.  
. . .from the client’s perspective part of the very early dialogue I had with 
them was that this project is not just about establishing a memorial, it is about 
helping the community close the book on this aspect of their history. It’s 
about helping them heal, giving them something that they can go and touch, 
see, feel, interact with, whatever it is that helps them have a place to go to 
feel whatever they need to feel and to effectively move on past this point in 
their lives. (Interviewee S) 
 
These comments and others in the interview indicated that this example 
demonstrated characteristics that aligned closely with those of dialogue. The 
involvement of stakeholders in the making of the decision demonstrated the principle 
of propinquity, allowing input at a point on the decision-making timeline where it 
could be incorporated into the final result. The organisation expressed high levels of 
empathy with its stakeholders, and demonstrated a long-term and ongoing 
commitment to the relationship and communication between them. The basis of this 
was recognition of the interconnectedness between them, and the mutuality of their 
relationship. Opening up the decision-making to stakeholders at this point made the 
organisation vulnerable to receiving input that it might have found challenging or 
inappropriate, but this was a risk it was willing to take in order to achieve an 
outcome that was acceptable to its stakeholders. 
However, as Organisation 61 is a democratically-elected council its 
continued existence depends on fostering good relationships with its stakeholders. 
Therefore it could be argued that this co-creational approach to organisational 
decision-making was adopted in order to enhance Organisation 61’s relationships 
Chapter 6: The outcomes of two-way public relations communication 
 
168 
 
with its electorate, thereby increasing members’ chances of re-election in the future. 
There was insufficient data on this point in the interview material but it could be 
considered further in future research. 
Once the organisation and its stakeholders had decided what the 
organisation’s goals and objectives should be in relation to the building of the 
monument, two-way communication continued between them to determine what 
decisions should be made in regards to the implementation of that decision. The 
nature of this two-way public relations communication again strongly reflected the 
principles of normative dialogue identified previously (see Chapter 2). For example, 
the organisation – through its representative, Interviewee S – made efforts to include 
everyone in the region in the deliberations over what the monument should look like. 
This inclusiveness even extended to those stakeholders who had said they did not 
want a monument at all.  
We will still try to engage the people who don’t want it to say, look most 
people want it, we acknowledge you don’t want it, but if it is going to 
happen, are there certain elements that you would like to see incorporated 
into it so at least you don’t completely hate it? Because the other thing is in 
five years’ time, those same people who didn’t want it now may actually find 
it valuable in five years’ time because everybody grieves at different rates 
and are at different stages in the healing process. (Interviewee S) 
 
Such behaviour was interpreted in the post-interview analysis as 
demonstrating continuing organisational empathy for the stakeholders and 
appreciation of the mutuality of their connection. Interviewee S also expressed their 
personal empathy for the stakeholders with whom they were working on this project. 
On several occasions they commented on how emotionally draining they found the 
two-way communication with stakeholders, due to the empathy they felt with what 
the stakeholders had experienced in the disaster.  
The purpose of continuing the two-way public relations communication on 
how to implement the decision to build a monument was to make further decisions 
that were mutually-acceptable to stakeholders and Organisation 61. As Interviewee S 
commented, this was important to Organisation 61 to ensure the resulting monument 
did not cause further distress to the community.  
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. . .if we tried to direct people to a particular outcome, we would end up with 
everybody hating it and we have got to keep in mind that the community we 
are working in is still very angry. . .So it’s a very emotional community as 
well. So we are almost engaging at an emotional level to try and harness that, 
so that the physical thing [the monument] at the end of the day doesn’t 
become another source of discontent. It doesn’t matter what you do at the end 
of the day, somebody won’t like it because we can’t please everyone. You 
can never please everyone, but if you can, through the process, and we want 
to be seen to be establishing that higher level meaning. (Interviewee S) 
 
This expression of concern for the community typified many of the 
comments Interviewee S made about the outcomes of this interaction. In summary, 
the data Interviewee S provided on Example 66 demonstrated a very different 
approach to organisational decision-making than the other examples in this research. 
This example was unique in demonstrating an occasion in which organisations and 
their stakeholders were partners in making mutually-acceptable decisions for those 
organisations. 
 
6.4 Understanding and acceptance as outcomes 
 There was little or no evidence to suggest that mutual understanding – which 
features so strongly as an outcome of normative dialogue in the literature (see 
Chapter 2) – had any relevance to the outcome of two-way public relations 
communication other than as a means of gaining insight into the tolerances of other 
participants. Gaining understanding of stakeholders was largely seen as a means to 
work out what aspects of an organisational decision they had accepted or would 
accept, and how acceptance could be engineered where it did not already exist. This 
was particularly evident in those examples where organisations sought feedback 
from stakeholders to provide understanding of their position on an organisational 
decision. Where this understanding revealed the existence of concerns preventing 
acceptance of that decision, then concessions could be made to improve the 
likelihood of acceptance.  
This was evident, for example, in Example 22 from Interviewee F, where the 
public relations practitioner engaged in two-way communication with a stakeholder 
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who was complaining about having to pay for a course from which they had 
withdrawn. Interviewee F’s two-way communication with the stakeholder allowed 
them to understand the basis of the stakeholder’s complaint, and the barriers to 
acceptance of the organisation’s decision that this revealed. Interviewee F was then 
able to respond with information intended to remove these barriers with the intention 
of securing the stakeholder’s acceptance of that decision. 
It is significant that a distinction is drawn between the outcome of acceptance 
and agreement. The public relations practitioners were consistent in expressing the 
opinion that they regarded two-way communication in their work as completed and 
successful if the stakeholders involved accepted organisational decisions, regardless 
of whether or not they agreed with them. In Example 48, for instance, Interviewee O 
was clear that stakeholders might not like the outcome of an instance of two-way 
communication (that is, they continued to have objections to the organisation’s 
decision) but they accepted that decision. This was demonstrated by the fact that 
stakeholders ceased their complaints about the decision. 
So we’re using direct dialogue with people to explain to them – answer their 
questions, explain to them what was happening, take on their issues if there 
were issues, which there were plenty of. While that was a lot of hard work 
and some people were still abusive and aggressive in their conversation, in 
most cases that dialogue answered a whole lot of questions. It might not have 
made everybody happy but at least they understood what was happening and 
could make a choice and it was interesting that as time went on after this 
night you could see the change in some of the reactions the people who 
[objected]. (Interviewee O) 
 
Similarly, in Example 80, Interviewee T described how they used two-way 
communication to identify local residents’ concerns about a recently-approved 
planning application to build high-rise apartment blocks. 
The problem we’ve got is there’s - you know these buildings are nine to 12 
storeys high in a community that’s not used to anything bigger than your old 
six or eight pack, which is two storeys high. So yeah there are times when 
you think they’re not going to like this but this is non-negotiable...There’s 
great stories in it in terms of we’ve got beautiful public space now, you can 
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go to a park, you can take your family there. We’re going to have shopping 
and cafes and at the end of the day people are still thinking nine to 12 storeys. 
(Interviewee T) 
 
From these comments it was determined that the public relations practitioner 
understood the stakeholders and their concerns, and used that understanding as the 
basis of developing an argument to make the plans acceptable. Thus for these public 
relations practitioners, the purpose of two-way communication in public relations 
practice was to persuade and perhaps even manipulate their stakeholders, which 
further demonstrates the gap between this form of communication and dialogue. 
 
6.5 Chapter 6 summary and conclusion 
In the analysis of data obtained in the research for this thesis, three different 
types of outcome from two-way public relations communication were identified, all 
related to the making of organisational decisions. The characteristics of these 
outcomes are summarised in Table 6-1 following:
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Table 6-1: Characteristics of the outcomes of two-way public relations communication 
(Source: Derived from original material for this thesis) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Outcomes of two-way public 
relations communication 
Characteristics 
No change to organisational 
decisions  
Organisation uses two-way 
communication to provide 
information.  
Stakeholder 
acceptance of 
organisational 
decisions.  
Organisation benefits 
from achieving its 
desired goals and 
objectives. 
Changes to the 
implementation of 
organisational decisions 
Organisation allows 
stakeholder input into 
decisions about how its 
predetermined goals and 
objectives are achieved. 
Co-creation of organisational 
decisions  
Organisation and 
stakeholders work together 
to decide on the 
organisation’s goals and 
objectives, and on the way in 
which those goals and 
objectives are achieved. 
Possible 
organisational 
benefits from 
enhanced stakeholder 
relationships. 
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One outcome from two-way public relations communication was that there 
was no change to organisational decisions. This was observed in examples of two-
way communication where there was no expectation on the part of stakeholders that 
the organisation should do anything else but respond with communication; and in 
situations where the organisation was unwilling or unable to do anything else. The 
second outcome of two-way public relations communication was the making of 
changes to organisational decisions at the strategic and/or tactical level: in other 
words, where organisations had already decided on their preferred goals and 
objectives, but allowed input from stakeholders to influence the organisation’s 
decisions about how to achieve them. The decision about what to change and how 
much to change it remained with the organisation, however. Both of these types of 
outcome reflected organisations’ desire to achieve acceptance of their decisions by 
their stakeholders in order to avoid or resolve issues. Finally, there was one example 
of organisations and stakeholders working together to create an outcome of 
mutually-acceptable decisions on goals for that organisation; as well as on the 
implementation of the strategies and tactics necessary to achieve those goals. 
Although this also resulted in stakeholder acceptance of the organisation’s decisions, 
it was unclear whether this led to direct benefits for the organisation. Mutual 
understanding was found to be significant as an outcome of two-way public relations 
communication only as an intermediate stepping stone en route to achieving 
stakeholder acceptance of organisational decisions.  
This chapter has analysed interviewee data relevant to the outcomes and 
consequences of two-way communication in public relations practice. It provides the 
conclusion to the analysis of the practitioner perspectives on the three elements of 
two-way communication in public relations practice – the motivation of participants 
to join in with two-way communication, the implementation of the communication 
involved, and the outcomes of that communication. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 respectively 
have analysed relevant data within each of these elements and have drawn 
conclusions in respect of them individually. Chapter 7 will build on this analysis by 
looking at the implications of the connections between the elements, and identifies 
the tensions that result, thus adding to the growing understanding of the practitioner 
perspective on two-way communication in public relations practice, and hence the 
relevance of dialogue to public relations practice.
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CHAPTER 7 : SYNTHESIS OF THE ELEMENTS OF TWO-WAY 
PUBLIC RELATIONS COMMUNICATION 
The purpose of this thesis is to answer the question, what is the significance 
of dialogue to the practice of public relations? In order to answer this question, three 
subsidiary questions were asked: what are the public relations practitioner 
perspectives on the characteristics of the motivation, implementation, and outcome 
of two-way communication in public relations practice; how do these characteristics 
relate to those of the normative form of dialogue; and what does this reveal about the 
alleged difficulties and/or impossibility of conducting dialogue in public relations? 
To answer these questions, data from 82 practitioner-provided examples of two-way 
public relations communication were analysed using the three elements of dialogue 
identified in the literature – their motivations, implementation, and outcomes. 
Chapters 4, 5, and 6 of this thesis presented the analysis of the data in relation to 
each of these elements. The conclusions of this analysis were:  
 Participants are motivated to undertake this communication by self-
interest and their relative power.  
 The implementation of two-way public relations communication takes 
two forms which are distinguished by the making of responses by one 
or both of the organisational and the stakeholder participants 
involved. 
 Two-way public relations communication takes place within a 
number of parameters largely imposed by the organisation including 
when the communication begins and ends; which stakeholders are 
invited to participate; and what topics are covered. 
 Three outcomes of two-way public relations communication were 
identified: 
1. No change to organisational decisions. 
2. Changes to how a predetermined organisational decision is 
implemented, affecting the strategies and tactics organisations 
use.  
3. The co-creation of organisational goals and objectives by 
organisations and their stakeholders.   
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 The overarching outcome of two-way public relations communication 
is the achievement of organisational benefit through attaining 
stakeholder acceptance of organisational decisions.  
 
The conclusions described above were reached by considering the three 
elements of two-way communication in public relations practice separately. A 
synthesis of these elements though revealed even more about the practitioner 
perspective on two-way communication in public relations practice, and provided 
further insights into its practice. 
Synthesising the three elements of two-way communication in public 
relations practice identified in the interview data resulted in six possible 
combinations of the various types of implementation and outcome (the element of 
motivation remained constant throughout). The data obtained from the interviewees 
were revisited (see Section 3.7) to look for actual occurrences of these possible 
combinations in the practice of public relations. This analysis showed that two forms 
– two-way communication with one responder combined with changes to the 
implementation of organisational decisions; and two-way communication with one 
responder combined with making or changing of organisational decisions – did not 
appear in the examples provided by interviewees. All of the examples where 
organisations made changes to their decisions involved the making of 
communication responses by both organisations and their stakeholders: in other 
words, the outcomes of changes to the implementation of organisational decisions, 
and the making or changing of organisational decisions were always linked to the 
implementation of two-way communication with two responders.  
The other four possible combinations of the various types of implementation 
and outcome of two-way communication in public relations practice were identified 
in the examples as actually occurring in the practice of public relations. The analysis 
of the characteristics of the component elements of these forms (presented in 
Chapters 4, 5, and 6) had already shown that they differed significantly from those of 
dialogue. It was therefore concluded that the practitioners did not carry out dialogue 
in their work, but instead implemented a pragmatic form of two-way 
communication.  
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Pragmatic two-way communication (PTC) has been identified in this research 
as being at the heart of contemporary public relations practice. It is the 
communication that public relations practitioners undertake as they navigate through 
the competing – and sometimes conflicting – pressures and expectations placed on 
them in their work. In response to these pressures and expectations, public relations 
practitioners have developed forms of two-way communication that help them to 
balance the perceived instrumentalist imperatives of their role as organisational 
employees against their professional inclination and training to accommodate the 
needs of stakeholders. The extent of these needs and the parameters of organisational 
tolerances to meet them are established through the conduct of PTC. Thus PTC is not 
dialogue, as it takes place on a field of tensions that preclude communication that 
demonstrates dialogue’s normative characteristics. The causes of these tensions have 
been identified in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 as being the orientation of the participants in 
public relations practice to each other, and to the processes and outcomes of the 
communication studied. The lack of power or control that public relations 
practitioners have over these orientations, and therefore the causes of the tensions 
that preclude the conduct of dialogue, suggest that dialogue does not – indeed, 
cannot – have the relevance to public relations practice that the extant literature 
suggests. 
The pragmatic nature of this form of communication is emphasised as it 
acknowledges that it is the means by which public relations practitioners use two-
way communication to undertake their work as ethically and effectively as possible, 
seeking mutual benefits for organisations and stakeholders within the operational 
constraints of their circumstances. 
The forms of PTC identified in the research are summarised in Table 7-1 
below. The following sections of this chapter discuss each of them in detail, and the 
tensions that are linked to their practice. 
The forms of PTC in public relations practice  are presented as a four-part 
typology in Table 7-1 following: 
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Table 7-1: A typology of pragmatic two-way communication in public relations 
(Source: Derived from original data for this thesis) 
 
 
T
hese 
forms of 
PTC are 
comprise
d of 
combinat
ions of 
the two 
different 
ways in 
which the communication is implemented (one responder or two), and the three 
possible outcomes from that communication (no changes to organisational decisions, 
changes to the implementation of organisational decisions, and the co-creation of 
organisational decisions). The co-creation form is the one that most closely 
resembles the normative dialogue, but still remains distinct from it.  
 
Ticking the box: comprising the sending and receiving of two-way 
communication by organisations and stakeholders, with responses being 
made by only one of them (most often stakeholders), and no changes to 
organisational decisions.  
 
Closing the loop: both the organisations and stakeholders involved send, 
receive, and respond to communication, either with predetermined ‘cookie 
cutter’ responses or tailored replies. The outcome is again no change to 
organisational decisions.  
 
Consultation: communication is undertaken to which both organisations and 
stakeholders respond. The outcome is a change to organisational decisions at 
Outcome 
Implementation 
Two-way communication 
with one responder 
Two-way communication 
with two responders 
No change to 
organisational behaviour  
Ticking the box 
 
 
Closing the loop 
 
 
 
Change to how the 
organisational decision is 
implemented 
 
 Consultation 
 
Making or changing the 
organisational decision  
 
 Co-creation 
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a strategic or tactical level in relation to how predetermined organisational 
goals and objectives are attained.  
 
Co-creation: again, organisations and stakeholders both undertake 
responsive communication, the outcome of which is participation of both in 
the co-creation of organisational decisions. 
 
This typology is the distillation of the ideas presented by public relations 
practitioners in their discussions about their experiences of two-way communication 
in their work. Appendix 6 of this thesis shows how this typology of PTC applies to 
each of the practitioners’ examples. An example of each is presented in the sections 
following to demonstrate how the three elements link in each type of PTC.  
The conduct of each form of PTC was also found to result in the practitioners 
involved experiencing tensions in their work. As discussed in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, 
the role of public relations practitioners in two-way public relations communication 
– and hence PTC – is situated at the nexus of the expectations of the three elements 
of dialogue held by organisations, their stakeholders, and the public relations 
practitioners themselves. The public relations practitioners involved in this research 
provided data that indicated how within each form of PTC the participants’ 
expectations of the elements of dialogue came into conflict with each other, leading 
to tensions for the public relations practitioners involved. These conflicts were made 
particularly evident when considering the significance of the elements 
implementation and outcome to each other. The result of these conflicts was that the 
public relations practitioners experienced tensions in the conduct of PTC in their 
work. The causes of these tensions and the public relations practitioners’ responses 
to them are therefore also discussed in the sections that follow. The identification of 
the existence of these tensions provides insights into why there is such a persistent 
perception in the public relations literature that dialogue is difficult or even 
impossible to undertake in practice. 
 
7.1 Ticking the box 
The form of PTC labelled ‘ticking the box’ occurs when two-way public 
relations communication is undertaken but only one of the participants makes a 
response and there are no resultant changes to organisational decisions. Of the nine 
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instances of this form of PTC identified in the interviewee data, seven occurred when 
organisations initiated the two-way communication but made no response to the 
feedback received from stakeholders.  
Interviewee T described their feelings of powerlessness and exasperation in 
undertaking the ‘tick the box’ type of PTC: 
…there were no negotiables on the [Project 31] design and the most the 
community possibly could have done was pick the colour - but even then I 
think there are restrictions on that. So when we were just about to put in the 
development application, [Organisation 6] came to us and said we want to let 
the know community what’s going on, we want to do a consultation process 
with them. I inherited the project from somebody else when it had already 
started and I must admit I got hold of it and went ah shit, no. Because I just, I 
thought they’re calling this consultation. It’s not consultation, we’ve gone 
and - and we have to be so clever because in dialogue consultation has a very 
specific meaning to the community. It means that they get to influence the 
outcome and [Organisation 6] was calling this consultation. It wasn’t 
consultation, it was information displays but we were seeking feedback you 
know.  So people could fill out feedback forms, people could ring us and give 
us feedback. If I was to be honest I don’t ever actually want to put my name 
to that because I tried to say we can’t use the word consultation guys because 
this is not consultation. This is - nothing the community’s going to say is 
going to influence the design of the [Project 31]. (Interviewee T) 
 
These and similar comments indicated that public relations practitioners 
experienced significant tension in their work as a result of their involvement in the 
‘ticking the box’ form of PTC. 
 
 
7.1.1 Tensions arising from the conduct of the ‘ticking the box’ form of PTC 
Practitioners commented on how their employers’ instructions that they 
should undertake two-way communication with community stakeholders to satisfy 
the expectations of powerful external stakeholders (mainly government) when there 
was no expectation of changes to organisational decisions led to them experiencing 
considerable tensions. These tensions were the result of conflicting sets of 
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expectations of the implementation and outcome of two-way communication 
described by the practitioners: firstly, they believed that when stakeholders were 
invited to provide feedback, those stakeholders expected to get some sort of 
response. These perceived expectations matched those of the public relations 
practitioners themselves (see Chapter 5 for more on this). According to the public 
relations practitioners, stakeholders further expected that organisational responses 
would have provided them with a channel that increased the likelihood they could 
achieve their desired outcome to have some sort of impact on organisational 
decisions. However, the organisational expectation was that the interaction could be 
satisfactorily concluded once two-way communication had occurred with one 
responder, usually the stakeholder. Undertaking this communication allowed them to 
tick the box of powerful stakeholders en route to achieving predetermined 
organisational decisions. Therefore this analysis demonstrated the existence of 
tensions between the stakeholder and organisational expectations of the elements of 
implementation and outcome in the ‘ticking the box’ form of PTC. 
As discussed in Chapter 6, public relations practitioners felt that setting 
stakeholder expectations of the limitations on the possible outcomes of two-way 
communication was an important way to avoid tensions. In the ‘ticking the box’ 
form of PTC, this would require them to tell stakeholders that the organisation had 
made a decision that was going ahead, regardless of their feedback. For the 
stakeholders this would, presumably, have called into question the point of providing 
such feedback; and would thus have cast doubt on the authenticity of the 
communication. Therefore the examples provided by the interviewees did not 
include any instances where such advice was given. This resulted in the public 
relations practitioners experiencing tension as they facilitated two-way 
communication that they felt was largely meaningless, inauthentic, and ineffectual. 
Such communication is antithetical to the normative precepts of dialogue discussed 
in Chapter 2, particularly its characteristics of genuineness and responsiveness. 
Interviewee K provided an example of the ‘ticking the box’ form of PTC that 
demonstrated a variation on the theme, showing that on two occasions it was the 
organisation – or more accurately, the public relations practitioner – who made a 
response to communication from the stakeholders involved: the stakeholders did not 
respond to that organisational feedback. No changes were made to any organisational 
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decisions as a result of this two-way communication. Interviewee K described what 
they believed to be two-way communication in their work which involved talking to 
the media (Example 33). In this example, a journalist contacted Interviewee K with a 
request for information, to which Interviewee K responded. The public relations 
practitioner spoke about this interaction as something they undertook with great 
reluctance, but which formed a significant part of the duties they believed their 
employer expected of them. Therefore this instance of ‘ticking the box’ indicated 
that the public relations practitioner used it to fulfil their employer’s expectations at 
a very simplistic level: the public relations practitioner undertook this 
communication to satisfy the perceived requirements of their role and in doing so 
matched the stakeholder’s expectations of a response. 
Interviewee D summed up their feelings on the conduct of the ‘ticking the 
box’ form of PTC thus, when they described their role as: 
…to be that middleman between our client and the developer and the 
community. There’s a lot of principles and protocols and integrity and things 
like that that come to be a public participation practitioner in that we still 
need to fulfil our own requirements as practitioners to not - even though our 
client is paying us - to still fulfil that role to benefit both parties. So to benefit 
the community and the client. That is often a very difficult situation, getting 
buy in from the client. So saying you need to commit to actually listening to 
what these people are saying and implementing some of the things or 
reporting back to them. So often with a client who is maybe doing 
community engagement just to tick a box, they’re the hardest ones to get over 
the line with that one. (Interviewee D) 
 
Interviewee D’s concern was that their failure to do anything in response to 
the communication received from stakeholders – albeit on the instructions of their 
employer – compromised their expectations of their role. They saw this role as using 
two-way public relations communication to benefit both their employer and the 
stakeholders involved. Without the power to make the organisation respond, 
however, the practitioners were constrained in matching their expectations. 
The power that organisations have to choose to undertake the ‘tick the box’ 
form of PTC in some situations, and the public relations practitioners’ perception 
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that organisations have a clear preference for that form where there are no 
obligations to do anything else, are clear reasons why it would be difficult or 
impossible for practitioners to undertake the normative form of dialogue in those 
circumstances. This form of two-way communication appears to be so far from the 
normative dialogue that its inclusion as a form of dialogue is inappropriate.  
The idea expressed by Interviewee D above that they perceived making a 
response to stakeholder communication could be seen to demonstrate the existence 
of mutual benefit to organisation and stakeholders is one that was echoed in 
comments made by other interviewees. They seemed to derive comfort from the idea 
that if they could achieve no other outcome from the two-way communication they 
undertook with stakeholders, they could respond to their feedback with more 
communication. As described previously, this was referred to as ‘closing the loop’ 
but this, too, led to tensions in the experiences of public relations practitioners in 
PTC. 
 
7.2 Closing the loop 
The ‘closing the loop’ form of PTC occurs when both the organisations and 
stakeholders involved make responses to communication received, but there is no 
change to organisational decisions as a result. This form of PTC occurred in 33 of 
the 82 examples provided by interviewees. In Example 29, Interviewee H described 
how they this form of PTC with local community members around an infrastructure 
development project. 
…we host very localised community drop-in days we call them...We have 
posters up about the projects; we’ve got lots of information brochures; we’ve 
got people there who know about the project in detail. We’ve got lots of 
maps and at times computer programmes that show what the [project] will 
look like in its environment. So yeah we try to I guess give people that 
opportunity to talk to us about the project in a constructive way. (Interviewee 
H) 
 
From these details it can be seen that the two-way communication involved 
the public relations practitioner communicating with stakeholders on behalf of the 
organisation, and the stakeholders responding to that communication. The public 
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relations practitioner and other organisational representatives responded in turn to 
concerns raised by the stakeholders, thus closing the communication loop. No 
changes were made to any of the decisions the organisation had already made about 
its goals and how they would be achieved. The purpose of the responses by the 
public relations practitioner and the organisation was to allay stakeholders’ fears and 
concerns, leading them to accept the organisation’s decisions.  
 
7.2.1 Tensions arising from the conduct of the ‘closing the loop’ form of pragmatic 
two-way public relations communication 
As discussed in Chapters 5 and 6 of this thesis, the public relations 
practitioners interviewed were overwhelmingly in favour of both organisations and 
stakeholders making responses as part of the implementation of two-way public 
relations communication. In some instances, the public relations practitioners 
themselves felt so strongly about this they had pushed their employer organisation 
into allowing this final round of responsive communication to stakeholders to take 
place. As Interviewee O said, “Yeah, we’re advocates for…the need to feedback to – 
to finish that loop so we actually give feedback to them [stakeholders]”. 
Interviewees described three forms of response that they felt allowed them to 
close the communication loop with stakeholders, all of which resulted in them 
experiencing some level of tension. These tensions all emerged from conflict or 
incompatibility between the implementation of the two-way communication 
involved, and its outcome. Firstly, public relations practitioners could respond with a 
simple acknowledgement of the receipt of stakeholder communication; secondly, 
they could reply with a cookie cutter response that simply provided more generic 
information to the stakeholders; and thirdly, they could send a reply that responded 
to the specific points raised in that communication. None of these forms of 
implementation, however, resulted in the outcome that the stakeholders sought – that 
of changing organisational decisions to benefit themselves. 
The acknowledgement of receipt response was most often made where the 
organisation was complying with legal requirements that a response be made to 
stakeholder communication. As discussed in Chapter 4, the data provided by the 
interviewees indicated they believed that some organisations undertook two-way 
communication because they were required to do so by some entity that had power 
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over them, such as government. Some interviewees – including Interviewee T – 
commented that these entities could specifically demand organisations provide 
evidence that they had received input from stakeholders and responded to it to satisfy 
this requirement. If no clearer requirement were expressed, the interviewees believed 
organisations would limit their response to a simple acknowledgement of receipt of 
stakeholder communication. This was problematic for those public relations 
practitioners who experienced this form of PTC in their work, because they felt it 
merely adhered to the letter of the law without embracing the spirit of two-way 
communication that such a law implied. As Interviewee D commented, “That’s when 
people get fatigued and they don’t believe the integrity of community engagement, 
when they don’t see how those results are used.”  
Other situations where two-way communication was not linked to changes in 
organisational decisions also resulted in public relations practitioners experiencing 
tension. This was particularly evident when practitioners used what they described as 
‘cookie cutter’ responses, due to their predetermined form and content. The content 
of these responses had been approved and authorised by the organisation, often 
before the communication had even begun (see Section 5.1.2 for more details). The 
public relations practitioners said they saw these responses – generic though they 
were – as a way of providing more information, and demonstrating to the 
stakeholders that their input had been heard, even if there was no other outcome 
from that communication.  
Regardless of whether the response was individualised or generic, the public 
relations practitioners acknowledged that the stakeholders probably would not have 
achieved the outcome that had motivated their participation in this two-way 
communication – that is, a change to organisational decisions that would benefit the 
stakeholders – and this caused the practitioners some tension. The tension largely 
resulted from the practitioners’ belief that without some change by the organisation, 
it was unlikely that any benefits from the two-way communication would be mutual. 
There was also a feeling that undertaking two-way communication with a responsive 
element set stakeholder expectations that changes to organisational decisions were 
possible and were being considered. When these changes did not occur, it was the 
public relations practitioner who was often expected to deal with the anger that the 
stakeholders expressed. 
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Interviewee T described such tensions in Example 82. In this example, 
Interviewee T had been instructed to enter into face-to-face two-way communication 
with stakeholders in relation to a non-commercial infrastructure development 
project. The unique nature of the project meant there was no room for the 
organisation involved to make any concessions to the demands of stakeholders. 
However, the physical presence of the public relations practitioner apparently 
encouraged those stakeholders to present themselves and their concerns about the 
development in a very aggressive way. Interviewee T blamed the resultant tension 
they experienced on their employer’s decision to present this interaction as 
consultation rather than as ‘ticking the box’ or ‘closing the loop’ – the statement of 
the non-negotiable facts of the development plus an invitation to provide comments 
if desired. 
I believe if you’re just going to tell people - if all you do is going out there 
and say to people this is what it’s going to look like - you’ll approach it in a 
very different way. You never use the word consultation if you’re not going 
to take people’s feedback on board. I think that people still would have 
forced their feedback but I would have liked to have gone out there with a 
much harder hitting message - which was this is non-negotiable, this is 
happening. I would then be saying to people write in, show your support you 
know. Talk to us about your concerns because by all means you never know 
if somebody is going to have a genuine issue you haven’t thought about. So 
you’d still encourage the dialogue but you would do it with a completely 
different set of messages. You’d do it from a ‘this needs to happen’. 
(Interviewee T) 
 
Despite these reservations, the public relations practitioners seemed to derive 
solace from their perception that simply involving the stakeholders in responsive 
two-way communication was sufficient to make the community members more 
likely to accept the organisation’s predetermined decisions.  
Interviewee L also provided an example of this perception in their discussion 
of their response to stakeholder feedback: 
…being listened to is a huge part of that [dialogue]. So there doesn’t 
necessarily have to be a [behavioural] outcome. You respond. [You say] we 
understand that that’s an issue, thank you for letting us know and tell them 
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why or what they’re doing...I guess providing more information and it breaks 
down the ‘them and us’ thing. (Interviewee L) 
 
 Interviewees interpreted this acceptance of organisational decisions 
(determined by the lack of continuing objections by stakeholders) as demonstrating a 
form of mutual benefit with which they felt comfortable. As Interviewee O 
commented  
…even if they [stakeholders] don’t agree [with the organisation’s decision] 
they can understand – what the outcome I’m hoping for is even if they don’t 
agree with the outcome, at least they understand how that outcome was 
reached. Because of their involvement and because of our explanation of the 
process and everything else. So that’s the ultimate aim that everybody can 
either agree with the decision or accept why it was made, so those two things 
I think is what I’m hoping for. (Interviewee O) 
 
Some interviewees went further and said making responses to stakeholders 
could actually result in them approving the process of two-way communication, even 
while they did not like its outcome. 
It was really interesting that, yes, it came through very clearly that they 
weren’t happy with the outcome...One of the questions that we asked was, 
would you recommend that process [of dialogue]…for others in the future?  
These were people, and looking at the community people particularly, who 
didn’t like the outcome and without fail all of them said, yes. They would 
recommend that people be involved in that process. (Interviewee O) 
 
This could be interpreted as the public relations practitioners involved 
seeking to gain stakeholder approval for the aspects of PTC in their work over which 
they had at least a measure of influence, if not actual control. In that way they could 
offset any personal or professional discomfort they felt at the conduct of the ‘closing 
the loop’ form of PTC. 
For these public relations practitioners, the responsive nature of the two-way 
communication they undertook was sufficient to offset the tensions they experienced 
as a result of stakeholder dissatisfaction with the lack of change to organisational 
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decisions. Where stakeholders reacted negatively to what they perceived as a 
misalignment between the form of implementation of two-way communication (two 
responders) and its outcome (no change to organisational decisions), the public 
relations practitioners addressed the resultant tensions they experienced by 
emphasising the responsive nature of the communication. The public relations 
practitioners felt this responsiveness in the implementation of two-way 
communication in closing the loop – even with cookie cutter replies – was likely to 
increase stakeholder understanding of the organisation’s position. This 
understanding would result in stakeholders being more likely to accept 
organisational decisions, even if they did not actually like them.  
In cases where they made tailored responses, public relations practitioners 
believed that by responding to stakeholder communication and addressing issues 
raised, they were showing the stakeholders that they had been listened to. For the 
public relations practitioners, this approach was even more likely to enhance 
stakeholder understanding and acceptance of organisational decisions.  
The overall conclusion of these points therefore was that instances of tension 
resulted for public relations practitioners when they undertook the ‘closing the loop’ 
form of PTC that involved two-way communication with two responders where the 
outcome was no changes to organisational decisions. These tensions were addressed 
– but not necessarily resolved – when practitioners were able to respond to 
stakeholder feedback in some manner. Again, therefore, this demonstrated the 
existence of tensions between the implementation and outcome elements of PTC.  
It also demonstrated more reasons why the undertaking of dialogue was 
unlikely to occur in public relations practice. The restrictions placed on the way in 
which public relations practitioners could communicate, and the lack of 
organisational willingness to change any aspect of their decisions, meant that the 
two-way communication that occurred could not demonstrate the normative 
principles of dialogue. In particular, such constraints prevented the communication 
from demonstrating the achievement of propinquity (the incorporation of participant 
input into decision-making); and the acceptance of risk (willingness to make oneself 
vulnerable and to accommodate challenging suggestions) (Kent & Taylor, 2002). 
Thus the organisational power over the implementation and outcomes of two-way 
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communication in such situations rendered the conduct of normative dialogue 
impossible.  
Other instances of tension were noted in the interview data in the conduct of 
consultation when two-way communication led to stakeholders providing feedback 
the organisation involved felt went beyond the parameters of the changes the 
organisation was prepared to consider. 
 
7.3 Consultation 
Of the 82 examples provided by practitioners in this research, 39 
demonstrated the combination of characteristics labelled consultation in the 
emergent typology of PTC. Consultation involves the sending and receiving of 
communication by both organisations and stakeholders, with resultant changes to 
how the organisation implements its extant decisions. An example of consultation 
was provided by Interviewee P. In Example 57, Interviewee P described how two-
way communication between them (on behalf of the organisation) and the 
organisation’s stakeholders resulted in changes to how the organisation undertook 
construction work. The particular stakeholders concerned worked at an organisation 
for people with disabilities, who were finding the vibration caused by the 
construction work to be very distressing. They communicated their concerns to 
Interviewee P, who in turn relayed them to the organisation involved. Employees of 
the organisation responded immediately. 
Straight away the guys in the paddock - of course they had a bit of an 
understanding of the impact and they went, oh my God, yeah, of course. How 
about we change when we do that particular piling?  We’ll do it after hours. 
The guys, the staff, were on from eight till four so we were able to do it 
before they started or after they [finished]. (Interviewee P) 
 
Therefore the result of this was a communication response by the 
organisation as well as a change to the way in which the organisation achieved its 
predetermined goal of meeting its construction targets and deadlines. This example 
thus displays the characteristics of the form of PTC labelled consultation. 
 
7.3.1 Tensions arising from the conduct of the consultation form of PTC 
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Interviewees noted in the research for this thesis that tensions resulted from 
the conduct of consultation in their work because stakeholders’ expectations of the 
impact of their feedback were not matched by the willingness (and/or ability) of 
organisations to take on that feedback. In particular, public relations practitioners 
provided examples where stakeholders objected to the control organisations 
exercised over the extent of the changes they were prepared to discuss. This 
therefore also demonstrated tensions between the elements of implementation and 
outcome in the conduct of the consultation form of PTC. Public relations 
practitioners felt that the responsive manner in which the two-way communication 
was implemented set stakeholder expectations that the organisation was offering an 
outcome that included changing its decisions. However, the organisations were in 
fact only open to discussing the extent of the changes they needed to make to the 
implementation of those decisions to make them acceptable to the stakeholders. 
In some examples, tensions arose when the feedback sought from 
stakeholders on the implementation of organisational decisions indicated they 
actually wanted to change those decisions. In other words, rather than providing 
feedback on the strategies and tactics to be used, the stakeholders insisted on 
challenging the goals and objectives already decided on by the organisation. 
Interviewee H provided an example of this tension when they described an instance 
of two-way communication with community about the placement of a piece of 
infrastructure that raised health concerns among members of that community. 
Interviewee H’s instructions from their employer were to find out where the item 
could be placed to cause the fewest objections. However, the community wanted to 
argue that the development should not be going ahead at all. Interviewee H noted 
they had attempted to set community expectations about the scope of their two-way 
communication by identifying the non-negotiable aspects of the plan – specifically, 
that it would definitely be going ahead: the only question was, where? Interviewee H 
described the tension they experienced in trying to reconcile the community’s desire 
to discuss their wider concerns with the restrictions dictated by their own 
organisational role. 
It’s really tough. I’ve been to some of those meetings myself and had to 
speak to people with young families. They’re worried that the [project-
specific detail] is going to cause cancer and kill their child. There are some 
really emotional things that come out. You just have to be prepared I guess 
and try to be human and break away from being that organisation if you can. 
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You’ve got to stick to company line but I guess just try not to come across 
like you’re just speaking corporate language the entire time - just be a bit 
more human. (Interviewee H) 
 
 Again, this tension was addressed – but not clearly resolved – by the public 
relations practitioner tempering their professional persona with their personal 
empathy for the community concerns. The fact remained that the project would go 
ahead, but the community could have some impact on its implementation, which 
might help allay their fears to an extent. 
Other interviewees – including Interviewee O and Interviewee T – identified 
similar tensions in the conduct of consultation in their work. For all of these 
interviewees, the only way they could address these tensions was to reiterate the 
extent of their organisation’s willingness (and/or ability) to incorporate stakeholder 
input into the implementation of decisions. The public relations practitioners felt 
they then had the right to ignore stakeholders who continued to insist on making 
inappropriate suggestions, requests, or demands. As Interviewee T commented 
You just have to take a deep breath and I think you have to be thick skinned. 
You can’t take it personally because they do. People take it very personally 
when it’s in their own backyard and I’ve had people looking at - yelling at 
me how would you feel if this was your house? (Interviewee T) 
 
In other examples, public relations practitioners described the tension they 
experienced in conducting two-way communication when organisations set 
expectations that they were open to making changes to the way in which decisions 
were implemented, only to decide later not to meet those expectations (that is, they 
moved from consultation to closing the loop – or even ticking the box). Interviewee 
P provided an example of just such an experience in Example 59. They had been 
instructed by their employer to undertake two-way communication with the local 
community to get ideas for the development of a park on a remediated construction 
site. This was a voluntary development, and the organisation set the clear expectation 
that they would abide by the decisions of the majority of stakeholders in regards to 
the features of this park. Interviewee P undertook several rounds of responsive 
communication with interested stakeholders and presented the findings to the 
organisation.  
At this point, however, the organisation decided it would prefer to make its 
own decisions and did not incorporate any of the stakeholder feedback. Interviewee 
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P said they believed this decision was the result of what they described as “a reality 
check” when the full cost implications of implementing the stakeholders’ ideas 
became apparent. Interviewee P was faced with the task of going back to the 
community and advising them that none of their suggestions would be taken up, 
despite the organisation having voluntarily set the expectation that they would. 
Effectively, they were telling the stakeholders that the organisation had decided to 
shift the parameters of the outcome after the communication had taken place.  
Interviewee P commented on the tension they experienced as a result of not 
being able to satisfy the stakeholder expectations initially set by the organisation. 
However, they felt they managed to acquit themselves by providing information to 
the stakeholders that explained why each of their suggestions would not be 
appropriate (closing the loop). In addition, they expressed the opinion that in fact the 
stakeholders had not been too concerned about the outcome anyway, which absolved 
Interviewee P – and perhaps the organisation – from experiencing too much guilt 
about the change of parameters. 
We didn’t just say, no, you can’t have a park, we actually consulted 
appropriate authorities…It was backed up by authoritative information as 
well as standards and technical requirements and so on. So, when you went 
back to people and said, this is it but, hey, the information is still on file and 
if at some time in the future this park becomes more popular or money - 
nothing is being discarded, we’re just including what we can for the bucket of 
money that we have. I think in explaining it that way - and that’s quite 
genuine. I firmly believe that was the clients’ intent as well...People weren’t 
terribly upset. (Interviewee P) 
 
This example again demonstrated the existence of tensions in the work of 
practitioners involved in the conduct of PTC in their work. It also showed how this 
practitioner addressed or perceived those tensions – without apparently resolving 
them – to enable them to mitigate their discomfort with the organisational constraints 
within which they were working. 
The existence of these constraints and the perceived power of the 
organisations involved to maintain and enforce them provided further reasons why 
normative dialogue would be difficult or even impossible to implement in public 
relations practice. Even though the consultation form of PTC demonstrated an 
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apparent willingness for organisations to accommodate stakeholder desires in their 
decisions, the extent of that accommodation was set by the organisations involved to 
ensure the achievement of their predetermined goals and objectives was not affected. 
Organisational achievement of the understanding of its stakeholders was used as a 
platform upon which to decide what organisational concessions were needed to 
achieve stakeholder acceptance of organisational decisions. Stakeholder 
understanding of organisations was perceived by public relations practitioners to 
have been achieved when such acceptance was demonstrated, for example by the 
cessation of complaints. This perception is also antithetical to the conduct of 
normative dialogue in which such strategic and instrumentalist perceptions of 
understanding are anathema.  
 
7.4 Co-creation 
There was only one example of the final type of pragmatic two-way public 
relations communication – co-creation – among the 82 provided by interviewees for 
this research. This form of PTC involves two-way communication with both 
organisation and stakeholders responding resulting in the co-creation of 
organisational decisions. Such a limited instance of occurrences in practice would 
probably be regarded as a deviant example or outlier data (Miles & Huberman, 1994) 
with the attendant risk that it would therefore be excluded from analysis. However in 
this research the unique example of co-creation in practice provided valuable 
insights into the situational circumstances that resulted in its occurrence. The 
undertaking of co-creation was particularly significant given the similarities between 
this form of PTC and the normative form of dialogue featured in the literature. It 
suggested the nature of the situational circumstances that might be required for the 
conduct of PTC to approach the aspirational form of dialogue.  
The details of the example of co-creation (Example 66) have already been 
provided in Section 6.3 of this thesis. In summary, an organisation entered into two-
way communication with stakeholders who had been affected by a natural disaster to 
determine whether they wanted a memorial to the event, and if so, what form that 
memorial should take. The resultant communication included responses by both 
organisation and stakeholders, and co-determination of the organisation’s goals and 
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objectives in this situation, as well as joint decisions about how they would be 
achieved. 
There was no indication that Interviewee S had experienced any tensions in 
the conduct of this form of PTC.  
Although this form of two-way public relations communication has been 
included in the typology of PTC, its characteristics come close to those of normative 
dialogue. Both the organisation and its stakeholders demonstrated an appreciation of 
their interdependence, and were respectful of the rights of others to express their 
opinions and thoughts in relation to the building of a monument. According to the 
public relations practitioner involved, the organisation was keen to achieve an 
understanding of its stakeholders’ opinions. The implementation of the two-way 
communication was inclusive and responsive, covering anything that the 
stakeholders deemed relevant. The organisation was keen for its stakeholders to 
express their ideas and have them incorporated into organisational decision-making. 
The public relations practitioner’s perception was that the organisation and its 
stakeholders were truthful and open about their positions during the implementation 
of this two-way communication. Its outcome – as far as it was possible to determine 
at the point in the decision-making at which the interview took place – demonstrated 
mutual understanding, respect, and concern by the organisation for its stakeholders; 
and the sharing of power over decision-making. Therefore the characteristics of the 
motivation, implementation, and outcomes of Example 66 could be seen to align 
closely with those of normative dialogue.  
The synthesis of the motivations, implementation, and outcome of each of the 
four types of PTC, and the resultant tensions for public relations practitioners, is 
presented in the composite diagram Figure 7-1 that follows: 
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Figure 7-1: Composite diagram of the elements of PTC and the resultant tensions for public relations practitioners  
(Source: Derived for this thesis from original data) 
 
 
T  
Two-way 
communication 
with one 
responder 
Communication 
implementation 
Communication outcome 
Co-creation of 
organisational goals 
and objectives 
Changing 
implementation 
(strategies and  
tactics) 
Two-way 
communication  
with two 
responders 
1
7
6 
No change to organisational decisions  
Tension in consultation: 
Organisational control 
over the extent of 
change to its decisions 
Tension in ‘ticking the 
box’: Two-way 
communication combined 
with no changes to 
organisational decisions   
 
Tension in ‘closing the 
loop’: Two-way 
communication with two 
responders but no change 
to organisational 
decisions 
Motivation 
Two-way 
communication  
with one 
responder 
Chapter 7: Synthesis of the elements of two-way public relations communication 
 
195 
 
 
The graphical representation in Figure 7-1 shows the links between the three 
elements of PTC – its motivation, implementation, and outcome; the significance of 
those links; and the tensions that arise as a result of perceived conflict or 
incompatibility between them. The innermost circle represents the motivations of 
organisations and stakeholders to enter into two-way public relations 
communication, which the data showed to be self-interest and power, consistent 
across all situations. It also indicates the consistency of public relations practitioner 
motivations, which are to achieve stakeholder acceptance of organisational 
decisions. The middle circle represents the two ways in which two-way public 
relations communication was shown to be implemented in the data. These are a form 
with one responder; and one that has two. The two responder form includes generic 
responses (cookie cutters) and tailored responses. The outermost circle shows the 
three outcomes possible from the conduct of this communication – no changes to 
organisational decisions, changes to how organisational decisions are implemented, 
and the co-creation of organisational decisions by organisations and stakeholders. 
The cookie cutter responses are shown to be linked to no changes to organisational 
decisions. The tailored responses are sometimes also linked to this outcome.  
The choice of circular shapes as the basis of this composite diagram is 
significant. It reflects the practitioners’ perception that the characteristics of the 
elements of implementation and outcomes in two-way public relations 
communication are situational, and vary according to circumstances which are often 
beyond their power to control. Therefore the imposition of hierarchical formats – 
such as Arnstein’s (1969) ladder, and the IAP2 (International Association for Public 
Participation, 2000) spectrum, with their judgemental attitudes to some forms of 
two-way communication – is inappropriate to the practitioner perspective. Rather, a 
circular representation is more appropriate to suggest how the elements of pragmatic 
two-way public relations communication in public relations were identified in the 
data as occurring in ways that were determined by the situations in which public 
relations practitioners worked.  
Certain combinations of the implementation and outcomes of PTC caused 
tensions for practitioners in their work. These discussions illustrated key points 
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about the practice of public relations which had not previously been clearly 
articulated, yet which form a crucial part of the story of the practitioner experience.  
 
7.4 Chapter 7 summary and conclusions 
Chapters 4, 5, and 6 of this thesis discussed the motivations, implementation, 
and outcomes of two-way public relations communication; and demonstrated the 
existence of tensions within these elements for the public relations practitioners 
involved. In this chapter, the three elements were synthesised into four forms of PTC 
– ticking the box, closing the loop, consultation, and co-creation – examples of each 
of which were identified in the interviewee data. This synthesis has also resulted in 
the identification of tensions resulting from conflicts or incompatibilities between the 
three elements for public relations practitioners involved in the conduct of PTC.  
These tensions have been included in the composite diagram of the elements 
of PTC presented earlier in this chapter (see Figure 7-1). This figure illustrates the 
tension points that were identified in the interview data as resulting from the friction 
between the motivations, methods of implementation, and outcomes of PTC. 
Interviewees expressed the perception that undertaking two-way communication 
with stakeholders – who were motivated to participate by their expectations of self-
benefit – set up other expectations among those stakeholders. Where these 
expectations were not fulfilled because of the constraints imposed on the conduct of 
PTC by the organisations involved, tensions arose that led to the practitioners 
experiencing discomfort or dissonance in their work. The major tension points 
occurred between the implementation of two-way public relations communication 
and its outcome where  
 Feedback was sought from stakeholders, leading them to have 
expectations of a response, but no responses were made to that 
feedback  (ticking the box) 
 Responses were made to feedback received from stakeholders, but 
only with more communication – that is, there was no change to 
decisions by organisation involved, although the stakeholders 
expected there would be (closing the loop) 
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 Changes to decisions by the organisation were limited by the 
organisation itself to a level the organisation felt comfortable with, 
rather than at a level the stakeholders expected (consultation) 
 
These tensions were exacerbated by the public relations practitioners’ 
expectations that they would be able to benefit their employer, satisfying their 
fiduciary duty as employees; as well as achieving mutual benefit for both the 
organisation and its stakeholders, satisfying their expectations of their role as 
relationship managers (see Chapter 4).  
The practitioners were not empowered to resolve these tensions, and so had 
to find ways to address them instead, so that they felt their work was justified and 
sustainable. As the organisation was most often conducting pragmatic two-way 
public relations communication within constraints from which it benefited, the 
public relations practitioners sought to find ways in which they could demonstrate 
that the stakeholders were also benefiting. This approach enabled them to mitigate 
the tensions they experienced as a result of their inability to fully meet stakeholders’ 
expectations. The way in which they addressed these tensions was to perceive their 
ability to sometimes persuade their employer to respond to stakeholder feedback – 
albeit only with further communication – as a significant improvement to the process 
of two-way communication (‘closing the loop’).  
The aim of making this reply was to demonstrate to the stakeholders that 
their communication had been heard. By doing this, the public relations practitioners 
attempted to mitigate the stakeholders’ dissatisfaction that there were no resultant 
changes to organisational decisions. The public relations practitioners perceived this 
response to stakeholder communication constituted as much of a benefit to the 
stakeholders involved as they had the power to achieve. In this way, the public 
relations practitioners addressed their own expectation that they could achieve 
mutual benefit for their employer and stakeholders. The mutual benefit did not relate 
to changing outcomes to satisfy stakeholder expectations though: instead, the public 
relations practitioners sought to find ways in which they could increase the 
likelihood of stakeholder acceptance of the status quo by acknowledging their input, 
even in the broadest sense by using generic cookie cutter responses. Even if 
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acceptance could not be secured in this manner, responding to stakeholder 
communication meant that public relations practitioners felt comfortable that they 
had done their best, even if it only resulted in stakeholder acquiescence to 
organisational decisions.  
Where circumstances permitted (that is, where organisations approved and 
provided the necessary resources) public relations practitioners preferred to escalate 
the responsiveness from the generic to the tailored response. This allowed them not 
only to demonstrate to stakeholders that they had been heard, but also that they had 
been listened to. This distinction was very important to the public relations 
practitioners interviewed, who perceived that acknowledging the nature of the 
stakeholders’ issues in a response to them was a significant means of securing 
stakeholder acceptance of organisational decisions. This was true even when the 
organisation did not make any changes to its decisions to accommodate stakeholder 
feedback.  
In some instances the conduct of two-way communication including 
responses was insufficient to satisfy stakeholder expectations of an outcome 
involving changes to organisational decisions. The public relations practitioners 
involved expressed the belief that it was possible for those stakeholders to be 
satisfied with how the communication was implemented – over which the public 
relations practitioner had some limited measure of influence and for which they 
could therefore could claim credit – while still remaining dissatisfied with the 
outcome (over which the organisation had sole control). This helped the practitioners 
address the tension they experienced in these instances, although its causes remained 
largely unresolved. 
The final tension point for public relations practitioners occurred where 
stakeholders expected that participating in two-way communication would result in 
them controlling organisational goals and objectives, and determining the decisions 
the organisation made. This expectation was in direct conflict with the expectations 
of the organisation (that they would benefit) and the public relations practitioner 
(that both organisation and stakeholders would benefit). In most of the interviewee 
examples, the organisations involved demonstrated their power over the choice of 
implementation and outcome, and showed no inclination to cede any of this power to 
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benefit their stakeholders at the cost of achieving their own desired outcomes. The 
public relations practitioners involved addressed the tensions emerging from their 
inability to satisfy stakeholder expectations of changes to organisational decisions  
by attempting to focus on those areas of organisational behaviour that were open to 
negotiation – how those predetermined decisions were carried out (consultation). 
They perceived that this level of responsiveness was sufficient to satisfy most 
stakeholder expectations of influence over organisations as long as the parameters of 
what was negotiable were made clear. In addition, changes in organisational 
behaviour at the tactical level to accommodate stakeholder feedback were perceived 
by public relations practitioners as demonstrating the mutual benefit for 
organisations and stakeholders they sought to achieve. The ultimate outcome of these 
changes was that stakeholders accepted organisational decisions, and therefore 
organisational goals and objectives were achieved.  
The conclusion of this chapter therefore is that the conduct of PTC results in 
a number of tensions emerging from incompatibilities between stakeholder and 
organisational expectations of its implementation and outcomes. Practitioners have 
to find ways to address these tensions in order for them to justify their continued 
participation, and to satisfy their own expectations. They can only do this, however, 
within the constraints determined by their employers. The public relations 
practitioners may have some influence over the matching of implementation forms to 
stakeholder expectations. However, they are not empowered to control the 
organisational behaviour that stakeholders expect should result from two-way public 
relations communication. To address this tension, they seek instead to manage those 
stakeholder expectations so that they are matched by the changes organisations are 
prepared to make. In this way, public relations practitioners seek to achieve 
stakeholder acceptance of organisation decisions, and therefore demonstrate they are 
able to achieve mutual benefit for both organisations and stakeholders involved in 
two-way public relations communication. 
The determination of the existence of PTC and the attendant tensions within 
and between its elements also provided insights into reasons why dialogue is 
difficult or impossible to undertake in public relations practice. In summary, this is 
because of the extent to which organisations have the power to control the 
Chapter 7: Synthesis of the elements of two-way public relations communication 
 
200 
 
 
implementation and outcome of two-way communication in public relations. 
Organisations maintain this control as a means of ensuring that they achieve their 
predetermined goals and objectives, which public relations practitioners perceive 
stakeholders would want to change. Stakeholders, for their part, are seen by the 
public relations practitioners as seeking – less successfully – to also control two-way 
communication in public relations so that it occurs in a way that allows them to 
challenge this organisational power, thus allowing stakeholders to achieve outcomes 
they perceive as being more beneficial to them. Public relations practitioners seek to 
undertake two-way communication that benefits both of the other participants while 
striving to maintain the instrumentalist imperative to benefit their employer. These 
conflicting agendas and the means by which participants strive to promote their own 
desired outcomes mean the resultant forms of two-way communication found in 
public relations practice (PTC) are inherently and intrinsically different from 
dialogue. This explains the repeated assertion in the literature that dialogue is 
difficult – if not impossible – to undertake in public relations practice. 
Chapter 7 therefore presents answers to the individual subsidiary research 
questions that were posed at the conclusion of Chapter 2.  
 What are the public relations practitioner perspectives on the 
characteristics of the motivation, implementation, and outcome of 
two-way communication in public relations practice?  
 How do these characteristics relate to those of the normative form of 
dialogue? 
 What does this reveal about the alleged difficulties and/or 
impossibility of conducting normative dialogue in public relations? 
 
In Chapter 8 following, the discussions presented in Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7, 
are synthesised into a response to the overarching research question: what is the 
significance of dialogue to public relations practice? 
  
Chapter 8: Pragmatic two-way public relations communication – Discussion and conclusions 
 
201 
 
 
CHAPTER 8 : PRAGMATIC TWO-WAY COMMUNICATION IN 
PUBLIC RELATIONS – DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
The purpose of this thesis was to gain an understanding of the significance of 
dialogue to public relations practice. In order to achieve this, the elements of 
dialogue – the motivation of its participants to engage in two-way communication, 
the implementation of that communication, and its outcomes – were identified in 
extant literature. This provided the scaffolding to carry out a review of public 
relations literature, which concluded that the focus of this literature was on 
articulating a prescriptive or normative aspect of dialogue in public relations. In 
other words, it focused on describing how dialogue should, could, or ought to be 
carried out in public relations. This normative approach to the understanding of the 
significance of dialogue to public relations was prevalent throughout the literature, 
but there was little – if anything – about how/if dialogue translated to the actual 
practice of public relations. This gap presented a serious challenge to the 
development of a dialogic theory of public relations. 
In Chapter 2 of this thesis it was shown that dialogue has at its core the 
conduct of two-way communication. In order to understand the significance of 
dialogue to public relations practice therefore, examples of two-way communication 
were sought from practitioners for analysis. These were not automatically assumed 
to be examples of dialogue however: it had already been established that the 
literature showed not all two-way communication was dialogic. These examples 
simply provided the raw data that were then analysed to determine if dialogue was 
undertaken by public relations practitioners, and the reasons for this. Public relations 
practitioner perspectives on the characteristics of the motivation, implementation, 
and outcome of two-way communication in public relations were identified and 
analysed. This analysis also provided answers to two further subsidiary research 
questions: 
 How do these characteristics relate to those of the normative form of 
dialogue? 
 What does this reveal about the alleged difficulties and/or 
impossibility of conducting dialogue in public relations? 
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Finding answers to these questions required the gathering of examples of 
two-way communication in public relations practice for analysis and comparison 
with the characteristics of dialogue previously identified. Such examples were 
identified in semi-structured long interviews conducted around a framework of the 
three elements of dialogue (motivation, implementation, and outcome). 
A number of the characteristics of two-way public relations communication 
thus identified were shown to be antithetical to, or incompatible with, the normative 
principles of dialogue articulated in the literature. This led to the conclusion that the 
characteristics of two-way public relations communication differed from those of 
dialogue primarily because of practitioners’ perceived need to accommodate the 
instrumentalist imperative of achieving organisational benefit from their work. The 
conclusion of this round of analysis was that practitioners had a pragmatic 
understanding of two-way communication in public relations practice. This 
pragmatic two-way communication (PTC) had characteristics that differed 
significantly from those of dialogue.  
In Chapter 7, a synthesis of the elements of two-way public relations 
communication showed that PTC had four forms: ticking the box, closing the loop, 
consultation, and co-creation. Further analysis and consideration of these forms 
confirmed that PTC differed significantly from dialogue.  
A further outcome of the analysis and synthesis of the elements of PTC was 
the identification of tensions for practitioners involved in its conduct. These tensions 
occurred not only within each of the three elements of PTC (its motivations, 
implementation, and outcomes), but also between the elements of implementation 
and outcomes. The existence of these tensions provided insights into why the 
conduct of dialogue in public relations was so often presented in the literature as 
being difficult, if not impossible. 
The gathering, analysis and interpretation of public relations practitioner 
perspectives on the occurrence of two-way communication in their work therefore 
answered the subsidiary research questions posed at the end of Chapter 2 of this 
thesis. This evidence is summarised below. In Section 8.4 of this chapter, the 
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answers to these subsidiary questions are used to answer the overarching research 
question, what is the significance of dialogue to public relations practice? 
 
8.1 What are the public relations practitioner perspectives on the characteristics of 
the motivation, implementation, and outcome of two-way communication in public 
relations? 
Chapter 4 showed that the motivations for organisations and stakeholders to 
participate in two-way public relations communication were their expectations that it 
would result in benefits to them. These benefits involved the ability of the parties to 
exert influence over organisational decisions. This competitive motivation, seeking 
to achieve power and dominance, indicated a significant divergence from the 
principles of normative dialogue. Apart from the pragmatic need to fulfil their 
fiduciary duties as an organisational employee, the public relations practitioners 
involved were ultimately motivated by their professional desire to benefit their 
employers. Some spoke about their desire to also benefit stakeholders where possible 
to enhance the relationship between stakeholders and organisations – but not at the 
cost of disadvantaging the organisations involved. The characteristics of this element 
of two-way public relations communication were presented in Table 4-1. 
Chapter 5 discussed the implementation of two-way communication in public 
relations. The public relations practitioners’ observations led to the conclusion that 
two-way public relations communication can occur in one of two forms, which are 
distinguished by the undertaking of responses by one or both of the organisational 
and stakeholder participants. These forms, and the content covered in the 
communication, were highly constrained by the organisation involved (see Table 5-1 
for details). Again there were significant differences between this communication 
and the normative principles of dialogue. 
Chapter 6 addressed the outcomes of two-way public relations 
communication. The conclusion of each example provided in the interview data was 
that stakeholders were brought to an acceptance of organisational decisions. There 
were different means of gaining this acceptance but the overall outcome was that 
stakeholders should accept what organisations had decided. Such acceptance 
required a level of mutual understanding, but for the organisation this was only as an 
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intermediate stage en route to achieving acceptance of its decisions. Public relations 
practitioners differentiated between stakeholder acceptance of organisational 
decisions and agreement with them: stakeholders could accept an organisational 
decision without necessarily agreeing with it. Again, this demonstrated the existence 
of a divergence with the normative concept of dialogue. The characteristics of the 
outcomes of two-way public relations communication are summarised in Table 6-1. 
Identifying the practitioner perspectives on the characteristics of the 
motivations, implementation, and outcomes in the practice of two-way public 
relations communication therefore answered the first of the research questions 
guiding this thesis.  
 
8.2 How do these characteristics relate to those of the normative form of dialogue? 
The differences between the characteristics of normative dialogue and two-
way public relations communication are summarised in Table 8-1 following. The 
extent of these differences led to the conclusion that a pragmatic form of two-way 
communication was occurring in public relations.  
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Table 8-1: A comparison of the characteristics of dialogue and PTC 
(Source: Derived from original data for this thesis) 
 
 
 
Characteristics of dialogue 
 
Characteristics of PTC 
Motivation 
All participants 
 
Demonstrate an appreciation of their 
interdependence. 
Respect the rights of others to express their 
opinions and thoughts. 
Seek an understanding of those opinions. 
 
Public relations practitioners  
Have a desire to fulfil 
their professional and 
personal expectations by 
benefiting organisations, 
and benefiting 
organisational 
stakeholders if possible. 
Participation is sometimes 
involuntary, resulting 
from the power of other 
participants over the 
public relations 
practitioner  
Organisations  
An expectation that 
participating will benefit 
them 
Sometimes involuntary, 
resulting from the power 
of some external 
stakeholders over the 
organisation  
  Stakeholders  
An expectation that 
participating will benefit 
them 
Always voluntary 
Continued…  
1
9
1
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 Characteristics of dialogue Characteristics of PTC 
Implementation 
 
Inclusive and responsive, listen to those who 
have no power over you, talk about anything 
that other participants deem important or 
interesting.  
Allow others to express their ideas and have 
them incorporated into decision-making.  
Be truthful and open about your position.  
Accept points of view that challenge your own.  
Participants – especially organisations – seek to control:  
The form of the communication 
When communication starts and ends  
The topics covered 
Who should be involved 
The extent of self-disclosure required 
Outcomes 
 
Mutual understanding, respect, concern, shared 
power. 
 
 
Organisation provides information.  
 
Resulting in 
stakeholder 
acceptance 
of/acquiescence 
to organisational 
decisions.  
Organisation 
benefits from 
achieving its 
desired goals and 
objectives. 
Organisation allows stakeholder 
input into decisions about how its 
predetermined goals and objectives 
are achieved. 
Organisation and stakeholders work 
together to decide on the 
organisation’s goals and objectives, 
and on the way in which those 
goals and objectives are achieved. 
Possible 
organisational 
benefits from 
enhanced 
stakeholder 
relationships. 
1
9
2
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Table 8-1 contains some of the findings presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 of 
this thesis. It summarises the pragmatic practitioner perspective on the characteristics 
of two-way public relations communication, and compares this with a summary of 
the literature on those elements in relation to dialogue. This comparison clearly 
indicates that public relations practitioners have a pragmatic approach to undertaking 
two-way communication in their work. The characteristics of PTC differ 
substantially from those of normative dialogue, thus answering the second of the 
subsidiary research questions.  
PTC differs from dialogue in its motivations, implementation, and outcomes. 
Participant entry into dialogue is motivated by a desire to better understand those 
groups and individuals on whom one is interdependent. Achieving this 
understanding is seen as an end in itself, and is the underlying purpose behind the 
two-way communication that takes place. This communication is inclusive and 
organic in nature, covering topics of interest to any of the participants, and 
continuing until all participants are satisfied they have reached mutual understanding 
with the others involved. Participants are truthful and open, and accept that this 
makes them vulnerable to others. However, they trust the other participants not to 
take advantage of this vulnerability. The outcome of this dialogue is a deep, rich 
mutual understanding between participants that leads to increased respect for each 
other, and a willingness to share power so that all participants are satisfied with each 
other. 
In contrast, organisational and stakeholder entry into PTC is largely 
motivated by their desire to gain power over each other, particularly in respect of the 
making of organisational decisions. The purpose of achieving this power is each 
participant’s desire to benefit themselves. Public relations practitioners are mainly 
motivated by their desire to achieve harmony between organisations and their 
stakeholders, but ultimately they seek to use two-way communication to achieve 
stakeholder acceptance of, or acquiescence to, organisational decisions that benefit 
their employers. This communication is implemented within parameters and 
constraints that are most often of the choosing of the organisation involved, which 
has the power to impose its preferences. These limits apply to aspects of the two-way 
communication including when it starts and stops, who is involved, and what topics 
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are covered. The outcome of this communication is stakeholder acceptance of 
organisational decisions, and hence the attaining of organisational goals and 
objectives. In other words, the outcome of PTC is almost always organisational 
benefit.  
Therefore, the conclusion of this research is that the characteristics of 
dialogue and PTC vary considerably in terms of their motivations, the 
implementation of the two-way communication involved, and the outcomes of that 
communication.  
A synthesis of the variations on the implementation and outcomes of the 
elements of two-way public relations communication presented in Chapter 7 
identified the existence of four forms of PTC: ticking the box, closing the loop, 
consultation, and co-creation. Each of these forms demonstrated the occurrence of 
significant tensions for public relations practitioners in the conduct of PTC in their 
work. These tensions resulted from the conflict or incompatibility between 
organisational and stakeholder expectations of the implementation and outcome 
elements of PTC. These tensions also suggested reasons why it might be difficult or 
impossible to undertake dialogue in public relations practice. 
 
8.3 What does this reveal about the alleged difficulties and/or impossibility of 
conducting dialogue in public relations? 
The analysis of practitioner examples of two-way communication presented 
in Chapters 4 to 7 of this thesis showed that in most of the real-world examples 
provided in this research, the expectations of participants were often in conflict and 
therefore could not all be met. Instead, the pragmatic form of two-way 
communication that was shown to occur in public relations was inherently fraught 
with tensions as organisations and stakeholders sought to use it to ensure their 
particular agenda ‘won’; and public relations practitioners tried to mitigate the 
confrontational nature of this interaction by seeking organisational concessions to 
stakeholders.  
The power-based control that organisations demonstrated over the 
implementations and outcomes of PTC meant that not only did tensions arise for the 
public relations practitioners involved; but also that the normative form of dialogue 
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was never likely to occur in public relations practice. Normative dialogue would 
require organisations to voluntarily cede their power over the achievement of their 
preferred goals and objectives purely to satisfy their stakeholders and to demonstrate 
their respect for them and concern for their welfare. There was nothing in the data to 
suggest that these circumstances occurred in practice, and therefore that normative 
dialogue could take place. It was therefore concluded that the organisational 
parameters within which public relations practitioners worked meant that the conduct 
of dialogue was highly unlikely if not impossible. 
 
8.4 What is the significance of dialogue to public relations practice? 
The combination of the answers to the preceding three subsidiary research 
questions demonstrates that dialogue has little or no relevance to the practice of 
public relations, other than as an aspiration, an inspirational gold standard that might 
be aimed for by public relations practitioners even if it is known and accepted that it 
can never be achieved. PTC articulates an empirical aspect of two-way 
communication that has not previously been acknowledged in the literature. It 
explains how two-way communication is translated into the contemporary practice of 
public relations.  
PTC has been shown to be an important means by which public relations 
practitioners attempt to enrich the relationships between organisations and their 
stakeholders. Its usefulness in achieving outcomes that benefit organisations 
provides public relations practitioners with a way to encourage organisational 
responses to stakeholders, either in the form of communication and/or changes to the 
implementation of organisational decisions.  The result of this responsiveness is 
increased mutual acceptance between these participants. In this way, public relations 
practitioners perceive the pragmatic two-way public relations communication they 
undertake in their work as making an important contribution to the achievement of 
the professional goals they have developed as a result of their education, training, 
and prior experience.  
The findings of this have demonstrated how – using a consistent framework 
of the motivations, implementation, and outcomes of the two-way communication at 
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the heart of dialogue – the well-established concept of dialogue and the emergent 
concept of PTC are shown to be linked but different.  
 
8.5 Significant themes emerging from the data 
Although the focus of the research in this thesis is firmly and consistently 
centred on the ideas of dialogue and PTC, some of the conclusions reached by the 
analysis of data have implications for other areas in the theory and practice of public 
relations. Specifically, two themes were identified as being of particular significance 
in terms of the frequency with which they occurred in the data, and the tensions they 
caused among public relations practitioners in the conduct of PTC. 
8.5.1 Power 
As noted in the review of literature presented in Chapter 2, the literature on 
dialogue is consistent in its perception that power is antithetical to dialogue. In 
situations where power differentials between would-be participants in dialogue were 
seen to exist, such differences had to be consciously set aside for dialogue to occur 
(see, for example, Bohm, 1985). However, all of the interviewees in the research for 
this thesis provided data that suggested power was an important and recurring theme 
in their experience of PTC. Some were explicit in describing their perceptions of the 
significance of the power participants had over whether or not dialogue occurred, 
how it was done, or the extent and nature of the outcomes that resulted. Others did 
not overtly discuss power as a distinct influence in the two-way communication they 
undertook, but subsequent analysis revealed its influence on their experiences. 
Recognition of power as a significant theme has been woven throughout the analysis 
and discussion of data in previous sections of this thesis. The persistence and impact 
of this theme across the data means it is now appropriate to pursue it separately in 
this section. 
The importance of power in public relations theory and practice has long 
been recognised, although the association has not always been perceived as a 
comfortable one. Indeed, Cutlip (1994) – one of the most influential and enduring 
academic contributors to the discipline – has even conceptualised public relations as 
the “unseen power” in society. This refers not only to the hidden nature of much 
public relations activity, away from the public gaze, but also to the discomfort many 
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public relations practitioners and academics experience in overtly acknowledging the 
significance of power to the discipline. Indeed Grunig and Hunt (1984) were quite 
clear that power and its implementation through persuasion were anathema to their 
two-way symmetric model of public relations, for which they claimed normative 
status.  
Extant discussions of power in public relations tend to assume the a priori 
existence of a differential binary between organisations and their 
environment/stakeholders (Berger, 2005). This power gradient is usually seen to be 
tipped in favour of organisations because of their access to superior resources and 
skills (as noted in Grunig and Hunt, 1984). With the rise of the postmodern 
perspective on public relations, such inequities of power are seen to be undesirable 
and unethical, threatening the sustainability of organisational operations 
(Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002). The public relations literature positions the role of 
dialogue in such instances as helping organisations address, if not redress, such 
imbalances (Berger, 2007).  
The conduct of PTC is based on a radically different worldview, which 
accepts the existence of power differentials between organisations and their 
stakeholders, and seeks to find ways to make such differences sustainable. For the 
organisations involved, the power they have is an inherent and not necessarily 
undesirable part of their operations. Power gives organisations a perceived measure 
of control over their environment, helping to reduce uncertainty, and thus allowing 
them to achieve their goals. However, given the negativity surrounding the existence 
of organisational power (which Kanter (1979, p. 52) described as “the organization’s 
last dirty secret”) PTC is used to find ways to make its existence and exercise 
acceptable to organisational stakeholders.  
This is not to imply though that PTC is an exercise in unethical propaganda, 
where the fulfilment of organisational objectives becomes paramount and any costs 
to stakeholders are glossed over or ignored (as described in L'Etang, 2006; Weaver 
et al., 2006). Rather it is about conducting two-way communication so that such 
costs are identified and considered, and responded to where the organisation deems it 
is appropriate. The key determinant of whether or not organisations decide to 
respond to stakeholders concerns seems to be the material cost to the organisation of 
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such an accommodation – or the material cost of NOT making it. For instance, in 
Example 76 the ‘cost’ to the organisation of addressing the stakeholder’s concerns 
about the value of their property was minimal – sending out three organisational 
representatives to have an informal conversation – especially when compared to the 
multi-million dollar value of the project that could have been endangered by the 
stakeholder’s objections. The organisation used the conduct of PTC to respond to the 
stakeholder’s concerns without making any concessions (closing the loop). In other 
instances, such as Example 58, the public relations practitioner noted that the 
organisation involved made some minor concessions to stakeholder concerns (paying 
for temporary accommodation for residents) because the cost of this was so much 
less than allowing the issue to escalate. Yet in other instances, such as Example 59, 
the approach taken by the organisation was very different. From the perspective of 
the public relations practitioner involved, the organisation believed that undertaking 
dialogue with stakeholders might have resulted in high material costs to the 
organisation.  Thus organisational power was exercised in the unilateral making of 
decisions in this example: PTC was used to make the exercise of that organisational 
power acceptable to the stakeholders involved, without ceding any of the 
organisation’s power to those stakeholders.  
The idea of using public relations to find ways to make organisational 
operations acceptable to stakeholders is apparent in the contingency theory of 
accommodation developed by Cancel, Cameron, Sallot, and Mitrook (1997). This 
theory notes that organisations using a power-control approach (first proposed by 
(Child, 1972) and subsequently applied to public relations by Grunig and Grunig 
(1992)) seek to impose their preferences on their environment through the strategic 
use of public relations. Cancel et al. (1997) contended that in practice, a more 
sustainable approach to organisational operations was to use public relations to 
determine the extent of organisational changes necessary to accommodate 
stakeholders. Although Cancel et al. (1997) noted that the stakeholder feedback 
required to determine their needs was received through two-way communication, 
this was only mentioned in passing and did not form a significant part of their 
research.  
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The making of organisational concessions to accommodate stakeholders and 
thus achieve their approval could be understood as a form of exchange of the power 
between the two parties: the organisation chooses to give up some of its inherent 
power in order to lessen the chances that stakeholders will cause problems that might 
disrupt the achievement of organisational goals. The stakeholders in turn exchange 
their power to cause such disruptions in return for the concessions the organisation 
makes. This concept of an exchange theory of power exists already in the literature 
(Emerson, 1962; Gargiulo, 1993; Watkins, 1989). However it is not one that has 
been clearly linked to public relations practice, although this research suggests it has 
potential relevance to the working of PTC. 
The pragmatic use of two-way communication to offset the distaste with 
which stakeholders might view the existence and exercise of organisational power 
reflects the conclusions drawn by Pfeffer (1981, 2009).  He notes that ““power” 
makes people uncomfortable” (Pfeffer, 2009, p. 19) and suggests that ignoring this 
dissonance is unsustainable for organisations in the long term. Instead he proposes 
that the existence of power differences be clearly and overtly acknowledged in the 
interactions between organisations and their stakeholders, using this as the basis for 
undertaking two-way communication leading to better organisational decisions. This 
aligns with the comments made by multiple interviewees in this research who 
described the importance of establishing with stakeholders the non-negotiable 
boundaries of potential organisational concessions prior to undertaking PTC.  
These boundaries were not of the practitioners’ choosing, but had been 
decided on in advance by their employers. This echoed a second perspective in the 
literature on the relevance of power to public relations, which concentrates on the 
exercise of control over the functioning of public relations within organisations. 
Berger (2005) built on Cutlip’s legacy of interest in power in public relations, but set 
it within a 21
st
 century context by drawing a distinction between the ability of public 
relations practitioners to work on behalf of organisations to maintain or increase 
perceived organisational power over stakeholders; and the ways in which public 
relations practitioners could assert their influence to help organisations share that 
power. In this, Berger (2005) echoed the conclusions of previous studies such as that 
by Lauzen and Dozier (1992), which discussed power as the ability of individuals – 
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specifically, in the case of their research, public relations practitioners – to influence 
decision-making. Lauzen and Dozier (1992, p. 207) noted that “Top [public 
relations] practitioners become powerful through the control of scarce and valued 
resources and through close liaisons with members of the dominant coalition. 
It is possible that connections might be drawn between the power and status 
of the interviewees in this research and the type of PTC undertaken. Although there 
was insufficient data to establish a clear link, there seemed to be a trend towards the 
‘tick the box’ form of PTC being undertaken by less experienced public relations 
practitioners. Those practitioners with more experience – and hence perhaps power, 
according to Lauzen and Dozier (1992, p. 207) – were able to exert their influence 
and persuade their employers to ‘close the loop’. There were clear indications in 
some comments made (by Interviewee O, for example) that this form of PTC would 
not have occurred without their direct intervention, and communication would likely 
have remained at the level of ‘ticking the box’. The public relations practitioners 
involved in the undertaking of consultation seemed in general to be the most 
experienced. Future research might investigate whether this is a consequence of their 
higher levels of power and thus influence in an organisation; or whether their greater 
experience just equipped them with a more relevant skill set to undertake a form of 
PTC that had already been decided for them by their employer. 
As well as the relevance of power at the level of the individual practitioner, 
the dichotomy between their professional and personal identities also emerged as a 
significant theme in this research. 
 
8.5.2 Identity 
The research undertaken for this thesis situates the locus of enquiry at the 
level of the individual public relations practitioner. In doing so it identifies and 
articulates the understanding these practitioners have of their work, specifically the 
practice of PTC. This is a somewhat different view of public relations practice to the 
traditional perspective presented in the literature, which has most often adopted – 
often implicitly – an organisational perspective (Edwards, 2012, pp. 17-18). By 
decoupling the experiences of the public relations practitioners involved in the 
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conduct of PTC from the motivations and expectations of their employers, an 
intriguing set of tensions emerged.   
 These tensions were evident in the practitioners’ articulation of the multiple 
identities they adopted in the conduct of PTC. The existence of multiple identities for 
public relations practitioners is not a new finding (see, for example, Fawkes, 2014; 
Jeffrey & Brunton, 2012). Nor is the identification of tensions between these 
identities in the practice of public relations a new idea, although these discussions 
often relate to the challenge of balancing professional standards of ethical public 
relations practice with the demands of effectively representing an organisation 
(Edwards, 2011). Indeed these tensions are so well-recognised they have even been 
reflected in film and fiction portrayals of public relations practitioners (Miller, 1999; 
Tsetsura, Bentley, & Newcomb, 2014).  
Some of the interviewees for the research in this thesis also acknowledged 
the significance of such tensions to their experiences of conducting PTC. As noted in 
previous chapters, practitioners described their frustration at the strictures within 
which they were required to work, and how they felt these prevented them from 
functioning to the best of their practitioner abilities and inclinations. Not all 
practitioners felt this way however, and others described experiences that 
demonstrated the harmony between their identity as a public relations professional, 
and the representative of an organisation. 
Much of the literature on practitioner identities depicts the existence of a 
binary between the perspective of the professional and that of the organisational 
identity into which that professional persona is often subsumed. In the research 
carried out for this thesis, however, the practitioners indicated they had three 
perspectives on the conduct of PTC in their work, suggesting that they adopted three 
separate identities: the public relations practitioner; the organisational representative; 
and the individual person. The data demonstrating these perspectives, and thus 
supporting the identification of these distinct identities, were presented in Chapters 
4, 5, and 6 of this thesis.  
The data further suggested the existence of tensions between these identities, 
resulting in some of the tensions noted by public relations practitioners in the 
practice of PTC. For these practitioners, the tensions they identified often arose from 
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a conflict not between their professional and organisational identities, but between 
these identities and their personal perspectives and inclinations. These tensions were 
exemplified in Interviewee L’s comments about how they felt their professional and 
organisational identities were aligned in dealing with difficult stakeholders in a calm 
and restrained manner; but found this approach conflicted with their personal 
inclination to vent their frustrations at the stakeholders. 
Comments made by other interviewees also indicated they felt a distinct lack 
of personal empathy towards the stakeholders with whom they were engaged in 
PTC. Empathy is regarded as the ability to “comprehend another’s feelings and to 
reexperience [sic] them oneself” (Jin, 2010, p. 163). In other words, practitioners 
displaying empathy would understand stakeholders’ feelings to the extent they 
would be able to experience the same feelings, although without necessarily sharing 
the stakeholders’ points of view.  Empathy is well-established in the literature as 
being a characteristic of dialogue (Kent & Taylor, 2002; Pearson, 1991); and has 
also been identified as being an important trait of successful and effective public 
relations practitioners, particularly those in a leadership role (Aldoory & Toth, 2004; 
Jin, 2010).  
Some of the interviewees in the research for this thesis did make empathetic 
comments about stakeholders with whom they communicated in the conduct of PTC, 
Interviewee T, for instance, described their feelings of empathy towards the 
stakeholders in Example 75 who stood in the rain to challenge an organisational 
decision. In Example 58, Interviewee P described their warm and positive feelings 
towards a stakeholder who had received a compensation payment intended to 
provide them with temporary accommodation, but who used the funds for other 
purposes.  
Other interviewees did not express such sentiments – including those who 
described experiencing indifference or hostility towards some stakeholders. These 
feelings of antipathy were not generalised however, and seemed to arise as a result of 
situational pressures the public relations practitioners experienced. Interviewee L in 
Example 38 talked about the frustration they felt in having to engage in two-way 
communication with community members whose preferred style of communication 
Interviewee L saw as being too slow and lacking purpose. Although Interviewee L 
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maintained the alignment between their professional and organisational personas in 
interacting with these community members, their personal response was very 
different, resulting in the practitioner experiencing tension in the conduct of this 
PTC. Such tensions and the lack of transparency in these interactions could call into 
doubt the genuineness and authenticity of the communication that then takes place. 
This conclusion, and its significance to the practice of public relations generally, 
provides another area for future research.  
The analysis of data presented in previous chapters and summarised in the 
response to the research questions in Chapter 8 has culminated in a number of 
intriguing and interesting conclusion. The limitations of the means of arriving at 
those conclusions and their importance to the theory and practice of public relations 
are presented in Sections 8.6 and 8.7 following. 
 
8.6 Limitations of this research 
As noted in Chapter 3, all research has its limitations. These limitations do 
not necessarily render the research findings inherently flawed or unreliable though: 
such is the case in the research carried out for this thesis. The limitations relevant to 
this research were acknowledged earlier in this thesis as a way of providing context 
for the story of the data that were gathered that was to come. Now, at the conclusion 
of that story, it is appropriate to revisit those limitations and once again acknowledge 
their significance in light of the conclusions drawn from the data. In addition, it is 
now possible to reflect upon how addressing those limitations might form the basis 
of future research. 
The data upon which the articulation of the practitioner perspective on 
dialogue in public relations has been based was drawn from a limited pool of 
sources. The 17 practitioners who were interviewed for this research offset any 
methodological concerns about their limited numbers by providing multiple 
examples of two-way communication in their work – 82 in all. The interviewees 
were chosen to represent a variety of gender, experience, and practice context. 
Future research might include a replication of this study with larger numbers of 
participants. This would provide the basis for developing a deeper understanding of 
why the various forms of pragmatic two-way public relations communication occur, 
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and what significance they have to public relations practice. Ultimately it could 
provide insight into how practitioners’ demographic variables might be used to 
influence – or maybe even determine – the form of PTC that is undertaken in public 
relations. 
In addition, this study has been based only on the perspective of one of the 
participants involved in PTC – that of the public relations practitioners involved. 
Future research could focus on the perspectives of the organisations and stakeholders 
involved, triangulating their understanding of PTC and thus developing deeper 
insights into the concept. 
Another limitation of this research was that it was conducted only in an 
Australian, and indeed largely Queensland-based, context. This may have impacted 
on the nature of some of the examples provided, perhaps being responsible for the 
prevalence of infrastructure development projects in the examples (22 out of the 82 
examples). Research on this topic in the future could expand these physical and 
cultural boundaries, providing some fascinating insights into the differences and/or 
similarities between PTC in different states, countries, and cultures.  
 
8.7 Significance of this research 
This research has articulated a pragmatic practitioner perspective on two-way 
communication in public relations practice. PTC has characteristics that have been 
shown to differ significantly from those of normative dialogue, which has dominated 
extant discussions of the significance of dialogue to public relations. PTC has four 
forms: ticking the box, closing the loop, consultation, and co-creation. Analysis of 
the occurrence of examples of each of these forms indicated the existence of tensions 
for public relations practitioners involved in their conduct. These tensions 
demonstrate the reasons why it is unlikely that dialogue could ever occur in public 
relations practice. Therefore it was concluded that dialogue was significant to public 
relations practice as an aspirational form of communication; but PTC articulated how 
two-way communication was translated to the lived reality of public relations 
practitioners’ work. 
Chapter 8: Pragmatic two-way public relations communication – Discussion and conclusions 
 
219 
 
 
These conclusions make a number of unique contributions to knowledge in 
public relations. These fall under the headings of contributions to both the 
practitioner and academic fields.  
 
8.7.1 Contributions to the practitioner field 
Firstly, this research has identified a distinct role for public relations 
practitioners in the conduct of PTC, decoupling that role from those of the 
organisations and stakeholders that are the most common focus of extant literature. 
Articulating this practitioner role has allowed the identification and exploration of 
significant but previously unacknowledged pressures and tensions under which 
public relations practitioners have to undertake PTC in their work. This will help 
practitioners both understand the source of those tensions, and provide them with a 
framework to discuss them with employers. Ultimately, this might lead to public 
relations practitioners being able to demonstrate to their employers where changes 
might be made to lessen these tensions while still achieving the outcomes the 
organisations desire. 
Secondly, this research has identified and presented a distinct practitioner 
perspective on two-way communication in public relations practice. This perspective 
has been missing from public relations literature in both the academic and 
practitioner realms, which have focused on defining the normative characteristics of 
dialogue. Articulating an experience-based practitioner perspective on two-way 
public relations communication has resulted in an understanding of how public 
relations practitioners translate the concept to their work. This has led to the 
articulation of a pragmatic perspective on two-way communication in public 
relations practice, and a resultant four-part typology of PTC. This in turn provides 
public relations practitioners with a consistent framework they can use to identify 
and describe the occurrence of PTC in their work. This will enable them to engage in 
discussions about this form of communication with a high degree of certainty that all 
participants are, indeed, talking about the same phenomenon of interest.  
A third contribution this thesis makes to the practitioner field is the 
development of an understanding of PTC in public relations that is non-hierarchical. 
Rather than adopting the hierarchical – and therefore implicitly judgemental – 
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approach adopted by extant frameworks such as the IAP2 spectrum (2006) and 
Arnstein’s (1969) ladder, this research has shown that the conduct of PTC is 
situational. Variations within the elements of implementation and outcome are 
affected by the situations in which the communication occurs, and these situations 
are beyond the control of the public relations practitioners involved. It is therefore 
inappropriate to persist with a hierarchical ranking of the resultant variations 
possible with its resultant pressures on public relations practitioners to achieve the 
‘best’ or ‘highest’ forms. Instead, a circular conceptualisation of PTC is proposed, 
with none of its four forms being represented as being better than any of the others. 
Notwithstanding the public relations practitioners expressed preference not to 
undertake the ‘ticking the box’ form of PTC, the circular representation reflects the 
situational nature of the occurrence of the four forms. Thus this thesis proposes a 
value free perspective on PTC. 
Finally, the outcomes of the research carried out for this thesis provide 
scaffolding for practitioners to understand the multiple expectations under which 
they are carrying out PTC in their work; and the connections between those 
expectations. This will provide them with a useful toolkit to identify those 
expectations in each occurrence, and perhaps to set or manage them more effectively 
where possible and appropriate according to the situation. This means that those 
expectations are more likely to be satisfied, which in turn will also lead to a decrease 
in the tensions the practitioners experience.  
 
8.7.2 Contributions to the academic field 
The major academic contribution resulting from this research is the progress 
it offers toward understanding the significance of dialogue to the practice of public 
relations. As discussed in Chapter 2 of this thesis, a call was made by Kent and 
Taylor (2002) over 10 years ago to develop a discrete dialogic theory of public 
relations. The lack of progress in developing such a theory since that time might be 
attributed to the fact that an empirical aspect has not yet been articulated to provide it 
with a cornerstone. The understanding of the significance of dialogue to public 
relations practice required to develop such an empirical aspect is currently missing 
from extant literature. The data in this thesis and the conclusions resulting from their 
analysis therefore provide an informed contribution to the conversation about the 
Chapter 8: Pragmatic two-way public relations communication – Discussion and conclusions 
 
221 
 
 
significance of dialogue to the practice of public relations, and thus to the 
articulation of an empirical aspect of dialogue in public relations. This in turn has the 
potential to contribute to the development of a dialogic theory of public relations. 
The development of a four-part typology of PTC provides academic 
researchers with a framework that can be used to structure analyses of cases and 
situations. The consistency provided by this framework will allow meaningful 
discussions about the significance of similarities and differences observed in their 
occurrence across varying circumstances.  
The identification in this typology of one form of PTC (co-creation) that 
might potentially be regarded as demonstrating some of the characteristics of 
normative dialogue in practice provides a link between the normative perspective 
that has dominated the theorising of dialogue in public relations thus far and the 
empirical practitioner perspective that emerges from this research.  
In addition, the decoupling of the role of the public relations practitioner in 
dialogue from those of the organisation and the stakeholders involved invite 
academic consideration of a similar approach to the theorising of other areas of 
public relations practice. Adopting this method in the research for this thesis has 
allowed the identification of previously unacknowledged tensions in public relations 
practice that have significant implications for the development of theory in the 
specific area of dialogue. Similar tensions may exist in other areas of practice in 
public relations, and these too may make an important contribution to the growth of 
discipline-specific theory that is so vital to the continued progress of public relations 
in academia. 
Finally, the identification of the elements of dialogue (motivation, 
implementation, and outcome) and their characteristics will provide a number of 
opportunities for potentially-fruitful research into dialogue in other fields, where it is 
also recognised as a significant form of communication. 
The findings of this research demonstrate that the extant perspective on the 
relevance of dialogue to the practice of public relations is insufficiently nuanced to 
reflect the reality of that practice. The concept of PTC, derived from the experiences 
of contemporary practitioners, demonstrates the subtle complexities of the two-way 
communication public relations practitioners actually undertake as they negotiate the 
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pressures and expectations they experience in their work. In drawing this conclusion, 
the research speaks to a number of different bodies of public relations literature.  
The literature on the nature of the role of public relations practitioners – those 
working directly for organisations in house, or those working for organisations as 
clients of agencies or consultancies – has traditionally adopted an often-implicit 
mechanistic or instrumentalist perspective.  Organisations are seen to employ the 
services of public relations practitioners to undertake communication to achieve 
specific outcomes for them. These outcomes rely on securing stakeholder acceptance 
of, or agreement with, organisational decisions. From the organisation’s perspective, 
the role of the public relations practitioner is to use communication to help the 
organisation understand its environment, identifying any obstacles to organisational 
progress caused – or likely to be caused – by stakeholders. The organisation further 
expects public relations practitioners to be able to use communication to overcome 
these obstacles.  
This research shows that while such an understanding of the role of public 
relations practitioners does have relevance in practice, it no longer fully encompasses 
the true nature of the connection between organisations and public relations 
practitioners, which is much more complex and tense. Even in an age where more 
participatory forms of organisational governance and decision-making are becoming 
the norm – and even mandatory – the identification and articulation of PTC shows 
there is still a perceived tendency for organisations to assume they can bring in 
public relations practitioners to ‘do’ dialogue. The concept of PTC shows, however, 
that the orientations of organisations, stakeholders, and the public relations 
practitioners themselves to each other and to the processes and outcomes of that two-
way communication create constraints that preclude the conduct of dialogue. Other 
forms of two-way communication such as deliberation, debate, and conversation 
may occur, and are recognised in the literature. Yet these forms still presuppose the 
existence of a set of orientations between participants that facilitate the conduct of 
such communication. While these circumstances doubtless occur on occasion, the 
experiences of public relations practitioners have resulted in the development of the 
four forms of PTC as a situationally-specific means of negotiating the tension points 
that often arise between the previously-discussed orientations of the three 
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participants involved in two-way communication. PTC describes the ways in which 
public relations practitioners address the instrumentalist imperative of their role as 
organisational employees while still accommodating the less-than-normative 
orientations of participants to each other and to the processes and outcomes of the 
communication.  
Although PTC may be seen as a way in which public relations practitioners 
span the boundaries between organisations and stakeholders, it also acknowledges 
that such a position is highly uncomfortable and fraught with tension. PTC 
demonstrates that the boundary-spanner role for public relations practitioners 
requires them to operate at the nexus of several competing and sometimes conflicting 
or contradictory expectations. The reality of this situation is that it takes place at the 
interface between not two, but three participants (organisations, stakeholders, and 
public relations practitioners), all of whom bring their own set of prejudices, prior 
experiences, skills, hopes, and values. The management of those variables in order to 
achieve a single outcome that is acceptable to all is shown in PTC to be beyond the 
capacity of the public relations practitioner. 
This conclusion has particular significance to the emergent postmodern 
perspectives on the role of public relations. These perspectives position public 
relations practitioners as being closely involved in – if not responsible for – 
determining the ethical responses of organisations to environmental pressures 
(Holtzhausen, 2000; Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002). Holtzhausen and Voto (2002) 
contend that public relations practitioners could and should achieve such outcomes 
in their work by operating as activists within their organisations. In this way, 
Holtzhausen and Voto (2002) assert that public relations practitioners can use their 
role within organisations to lessen inequitable power differentials at a societal level. 
The identification and articulation of PTC contributes to the discussion around these 
postmodern perspectives by providing empirical data that support mitigation of such 
prescriptive approaches to public relations practice. The conduct of PTC occurs as a 
response to practitioners’ desires to undertake their work as fairly and equitably as 
possible within the parameters imposed on them by their role as employees.  
As noted in Chapter 2, there is also an emergent interest in the forms of 
communication that allow the spanning of boundaries between organisations and 
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their stakeholders. Specifically, there is a resurgence of interest in the relevance of a 
Habermassian approach to the conduct of communication between organisations and 
their stakeholders. This interest is based on Habermas’ (1984) contention that at a 
societal level, the best decisions can be arrived at through a process of robust two-
way communication – “good argumentation” – between those involved. Transferring 
this to an organisational context, this would require the conduct of “good 
argumentation” by organisations and their stakeholders, facilitated by public 
relations practitioners. This view of the role of public relations practitioners also 
tends towards the prescriptive, reflecting as it does the notion that there are forms of 
communication practitioners should or could be carrying out. Habermassian dialogue 
is conducted within a context or sphere in which divisions of power between 
participants are not present or not problematic (Gardiner, 2004; Habermas, 1989; 
Mackey, 1997). This does not, however, appear to appropriately reflect the lived 
reality of public relations practice, which the concept of PTC shows to be 
underpinned and strongly affected by issues of power between the three participants. 
The conclusions of this research therefore make a contribution to this section of the 
public relations literature by again demonstrating the empirical justification for 
articulating a series of parameters or caveats to the relevance of Habermas’ ideas to 
public relations practice. 
Finally, this research adds to the burgeoning literature on engagement in 
public relations, particularly in relation to its relevance to corporate social 
responsibility (CSR). This body of literature frequently makes reference to the 
importance of dialogue with stakeholders as a means through which organisations 
can demonstrate compliance with regulatory and environmental pressures to behave 
as responsible corporate citizens, as a means of staking their claim to organisational 
legitimacy. This perspective is demonstrated in the work of Marais (2012); 
O’Riordan and Fairbrass (2008); and Pedersen (2006), among others. Application of 
PTC to these discussions, however, may reveal whether or not stakeholder 
engagement in CSR is truly dialogue, as claimed, or whether it is in fact a more 
pragmatic form of communication. 
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8.8 Conclusion 
This research has responded to the call by Kent and Taylor (2002) to theorise 
dialogue in public relations. Using their principles, the real-world experiences of 
public relations practitioners were examined to gain insights into the relevance of 
dialogue to their work. The conclusion of this analysis was that the practitioners 
were undertaking two-way communication displaying characteristics that differed 
substantially from those of dialogue. This two-way communication provided the 
practitioners with a pragmatic way of navigating between their own expectations and 
those of the organisations and stakeholders with whom they were involved: it was 
therefore labelled pragmatic two-way communication (PTC). PTC provided public 
relations practitioners with practical ways to carry out their work with stakeholders 
and organisations whose orientations towards each other and the processes and 
outcomes of the communication between them were less than the normative ideals 
articulated by the dialogue theorists reviewed in Chapter 2.  
The identification of PTC as a significant element in understanding the 
contemporary practice of public relations has made a contribution to both theory and 
practice. It has demonstrated that dialogue has relevance to the practice of public 
relations as an aspirational ideal, or ethically-desirable ‘gold standard’ whose 
precepts practitioners might bear in mind in their work. However, in terms of its 
practical relevance, the idea that dialogue is difficult or impossible to undertake in 
public relations – a persistent perception in the literature – is shown to be valid.  
This research provides new insights into the reasons for that difficulty in 
implementation: public relations practitioners are constrained to working within 
organisationally-defined and imposed parameters that preclude the conduct of 
dialogue; and participants’ pre-existing orientations to each other and to the 
processes and outcomes of communication are antithetical to dialogue. These 
findings have implications for the practice of public relations. Using the framework 
of the four types of PTC, public relations practitioners can now understand and 
articulate to themselves and other participants what is happening in the conduct of 
their work. This will be helpful in setting – and therefore meeting – participant 
expectations of two-way communication. This in turn may alleviate some of the 
tensions that practitioners identified as part of their experiences of PTC. It will also 
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provide practitioners with a readily-understandable framework for demonstrating the 
additional resources required to undertake any form of PTC specifically requested by 
organisations. This lack of support was identified as a source of tension for public 
relations practitioners. 
In academia, the results of this research feed into current discussions on the 
role of public relations practitioners as postmodern boundary-spanners; the 
significance of Habermassian concepts to public relations theory and practice; and 
the place of dialogue in engagement, especially in relation to organisations’ CSR 
activities. In each of these areas of interest, the introduction of PTC provides an 
empirical perspective that may challenge received wisdom on the significance of 
dialogue to public relations practice, but will certainly strengthen the theories that 
subsequently develop.  
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Appendix 1: Interviewee details 
  Age 
Experience in 
this job Gender 
In house or 
consultancy 
Length of 
Experience PR Context PR Qualification 
Professional 
membership 
QUT 
tutor 
Interviewee A 20 - 30 3 - 5 years Male Consultancy 5 - 10 years Corporate Yes - from QUT Unassigned No 
Interviewee B 20 - 30 3 - 5 years Female In house 10+ years Not-for-profit No Unassigned Yes 
Interviewee C 40 - 50 3 - 5 years Female In house 10+ years Not-for-profit Yes - from QUT IAP2 No 
Interviewee D 20 - 30 3 - 5 years Female Consultancy 5 - 10 years Corporate No IAP2 Yes 
Interviewee E 20 - 30 1 - 2 years Female In house Less than 5 years Government 
Yes - from 
another uni Unassigned No 
Interviewee F 30 - 40 3 - 5 years Female In house 5 - 10 years 
Trade & 
Association Yes - from QUT PRIA No 
Interviewee G 20 - 30 5 years + Female Consultancy 5 - 10 years Corporate Yes - from QUT Unassigned Yes 
Interviewee H 20 - 30 3 - 5 years Female In house 5 - 10 years Government Yes - from QUT PRIA No 
Interviewee K 30 - 40 1 - 2 years Female In house 10+ years Corporate Yes - from QUT Unassigned Yes 
Interviewee L 20 - 30 1 - 2 years Female In house Less than 5 years Corporate Yes - from QUT Unassigned Yes 
Interviewee M 40 - 50 1 - 2 years Male Consultancy 10+ years Not-for-profit No Unassigned No 
Interviewee N 30 - 40 < 1 year Female In house 10+ years Corporate Yes - from QUT Unassigned No 
Interviewee O 50+ 5 years + Male In house 10+ years Government No IAP2 No 
Interviewee P 50+ 3  - 5 years Female In house 10+ years Corporate No IAP2 No 
Interviewee R 20 - 30 1 - 2 years Male In house Less than 5 years Not-for-profit Yes - from QUT PRIA Yes 
Interviewee S 40 - 50 1 - 2 years Female Consultancy 10+ years Corporate 
Yes - from 
another uni PRIA/IAP2 No 
Interviewee T 30-40 5 years + Female Consultancy 10+ years Corporate Yes - from QUT IAP2 No 
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Appendix 2: Interview questions 
The following questions were used to guide the interviews, and provided a consistent 
framework across all the conversations. Due to the semi-structured nature of the 
interview format, additional questions were also posed as appropriate to each 
interviewee. 
 
Q1. Demographics   
 Educational qualifications – Work experience – Length of experience 
 
Q2. How would you define dialogue? 
 
Q3. Do you do dialogue in your work? 
 Why do you think that is? 
  
Q4. If yes, can you give me some examples of dialogue that you have been 
involved in? 
 
The rest of the questions were then posed in relation to each of the examples 
provided. 
 
Q5. Who did you engage in dialogue in this example? Why did you engage in 
dialogue with them? How did you feel about this interaction? Were there 
people you wanted to enter into dialogue with but didn’t? If so who, and why 
not? 
 
Q6. How did you carry out this dialogue? Why did you do it in that way? 
How did you feel about this? Were there things you wanted to do but didn’t? 
If so, what were these things and why didn’t you do them? 
 
Q7. What happened as a result of that dialogue? How did you feel about this? 
Were there outcomes you wanted or expected to see and didn’t? If so, why do 
you think that was? 
 
Conclusion 
 
Q8. Is there anything you’d like to add to our discussion? 
 
Q9. Is there anything you’d like to change in any of the responses you have 
given me? 
 
Q10. Is there anything you’d like to ask?
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Continued… 
 
 
 
PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
Information for Prospective Participants 
The following research activity has been reviewed via QUT arrangements for the conduct of research involving human participation. 
If you choose to participate, you will be provided with more detailed participant information, including who you can contact if you have any concerns. 
Towards a practice-based model of dialogic public relations 
 
Research Team Contacts 
Anne Lane – Lecturer Dr Jennifer Bartlett — Senior Lecturer 
AMPR/Business AMPR/Business 
Phone: (07) 313 82312  Phone: (07) 313 81237   
Email: a.lane@qut.edu.au    Email: j.bartlett@qut.edu.au    
Please contact the researcher team members to have any questions answered or if you require further information about the project. 
 
What is the purpose of the research? 
The purpose of this research is to devise a practice-based model of dialogic public relations (DPR). 
2
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Continued… 
Are you looking for people like me? 
The research team is looking for people involved in any of the following types of work: 
 The research, analysis and strategic planning of communications, including analysing and interpreting public opinion, 
attitudes and issues that might impact on the operations of an organisation;  
 Counselling management at all levels with regard to policy decisions, courses of action and communications taking into 
account their public ramifications and the organisation’s social responsibilities;  
 Campaign design and implementation including the dissemination of information about organisations;  
 Regular evaluation and reporting of communications initiatives to management 
 Media relations  
 Community relations  
 Issues management  
 Crisis communications  
 Special event organisation, and  
 Marketing communications 
What will you ask me to do? 
Your participation will involve talking to a researcher for about one hour, answering questions about your work. Our 
conversation will be recorded on a digital audio recorder. This recording will be transcribed by a professional transcriber who 
has signed a confidentiality agreement. All identifying details will be removed from the transcript to preserve your anonymity. 
You may also be invited to give feedback on the conclusions developed from the research. 
Are there any risks for me in taking part? 
The research team does not believe there are any risks for you if you choose to participate in this research. 
It should be noted that if you do agree to participate, you can withdraw from participation at any time during the project without 
comment or penalty. There will be no adverse effect on your employment with QUT, or your grades as a student (if applicable). 
2
2
0
 
Appendix 3: Informed consent letter 
 
251 
 
 
Are there any benefits for me in taking part? 
It is expected that this project will not benefit you directly. However, it may benefit the wider public relations practitioner 
community’s understanding of the significance of particular forms of communication in practice. 
Will I be compensated for my time? 
Although you will not be directly compensated for your time, free on campus parking will be provided for those participants 
who choose to be interviewed at QUT. 
I am interested – what should I do next? 
If you would like to participate in this study, please email Anne Lane (a.lane@qut.edu.au) for details of the next step. 
You will be provided with further information to ensure that your decision and consent to participate is fully informed. 
Thank You! QUT Approval Number:  221
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Appendix 4: Summary of examples provided in the interview data 
Interviewee Examples 
A 
Example 1: The hotline 
Example 2 Moving a building 
Example 3: Re-writing the program 
Example 4: Renaming a street 
Example 5: Still waiting for compensation 
B 
Example 6: Dot and the newspaper 
Example 7: The newsletter 
Example 8: Appeal for donations 
Example 9: Dealing with government 
Example 10: Explaining funding allocations 
Example 11: Wanting to talk to the CEO 
C Example 12: Workshops to repair dysfunctional relationships 
D 
Example 13: Taverns and pokies 
Example 14: Designing a park 
Example 15: Talking to the media 
Example 16: Getting input early 
E 
Example 17: Promotional items 
Example 18: Developing a style guide 
Example 19: Signage 
Example 20: Planning for new developments 
F 
Example 21: Stakeholder complaint 
Example 22: Withdrawing from a course 
Example 23: Commending staff 
Example 24: Joining a course 
Example 25: Thanking sponsors 
G 
Example 26: Community reference group 
Example 27: Choosing artwork 
Example 28: Using the site 
H 
Example 29: Community drop-in days 
Example 30: Talking to the MP 
Example 31: Information sessions 
K 
Example 32: Providing advice to clients 
Example 33: Talking to the media 
Example 34: Media talking to the organisation  
Example 35: Giving feedback to senior staff 
Continued…  
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Interviewee Examples 
L 
Example 36: Designing the new building 
Example 37: Liaising with internal stakeholders 
Example 38: Liaising with community 
M 
Example 39: Making contact with the community 
Example 40: Repairing relationships with stakeholders 
Example 41: Increasing enrolments 
Example 42: Improving internal relationships  
Example 43: Choosing a photographer 
N 
Example 44: Communicating with competition winners 
Example 45: Agreeing a strategy for a price change 
Example 46: Publicity for competition winners 
Example 47: Responding to the media 
O 
Example 48: Developing a community infrastructure plan - 
process OK but not liking the outcome 
Example 49: Developing a disability plan 
Example 50: Community workshop - getting people involved 
Example 51: People don’t want to be involved 
Example 52: Working with non-homogenous communities 
Example 53: People with agendas 
Example 54: Using different communication channels 
Example 55: Reconciling different points of view  
P 
Example 56: Community as advocates 
Example 57: Sausage sizzle and heavy machinery 
Example 58: Dealing with complaints - two stories 
Example 59: Building a park 
R 
Example 60: Presenting an idea to the CEO 
Example 61: Filming on site 
Example 62: Working on a media release 
Example 63: Unpleasant dialogue with telemarketers 
Example 64: Third party endorsements 
Continued…  
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Interviewee Examples 
S 
Example 65: Getting schools involved 
Example 66: Gathering data and identifying trends - brick 
plinth and purple sash 
Example 67: Respect for participants 
Example 68: Road closures 
Example 69: Making concessions for stakeholders  
T 
Example 70: Moving the car park 
Example 71: Unwanted development 
Example 72: Plans people don’t like 
Example 73: Getting the trucks in and out 
Example 74: Making promises you can’t keep 
Example 75: Change to the plans - marquee in the rain 
Example 76: Retirement funds - Black Forest Gateau 
Example 77: Powerful stakeholders  
Example 78: Making issues go away 
Example 79: Finding out what people want 
Example 80: Explaining a done deal on high-rises 
Example 81: Not really consultation - development when 
there’s no room for variation 
Example 82: Not really consultation - development when 
there’s no room for variation #2 
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Appendix 5: Ethical protocol for the transcriber 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
 
Towards a practice-based model of dialogic public relations 
 
Research Team Contacts 
Anne Lane - Lecturer Dr Jennifer Bartlett — Senior Lecturer 
AMPR/Business AMPR/Business 
Phone: (07) 313 82312  Phone: (07) 313 81237   
Email: a.lane@qut.edu.au    Email: j.bartlett@qut.edu.au    
DESCRIPTION 
This project is being undertaken as part of a PhD project for Anne Lane.  
The purpose of this project is to devise a practice-based model of dialogic public relations (DPR). 
The research team requests your assistance because of your skill in transcribing audio recordings of interviews. 
THE AGREEMENT 
As this research involves questioning individuals about sensitive issues, I the Principle Researcher in this project, require you to sign this transcriber confidentiality 
agreement.  
As the transcriber for this project you must:  
 Keep all information related to this project secret and confidential; 
 Not disclose to any person or make known in any manner any part of the project’s information; and 
 Keep the project’s information in a secure place so as to ensure that unauthorised persons do not have access to it. 
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SIGNATURES 
This Agreement shall be effective when signed and dated by all parties. 
Translator Name  
Signature  
Date  /  /   
  
Witness Name  
Signature  
Date  /  /   
 
 
 
 
 
 
2
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Appendix 6: Application of the typology of pragmatic two-way public relations communication to interviewee examples 
Interviewee Examples 
Communication 
implementation 
form (one 
responder or 
two) 
Outcome 
Pragmatic two-way public 
relations communication type 
A 
Example 1: The hotline 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 2 Moving a building 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 3: Re-writing the program 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 4: Renaming a street 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 5: Still waiting for compensation 2 No change  Closing the loop 
B 
Example 6: Dot and the newspaper 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 7: The newsletter 2 Change strategies/tactics  Consultation  
Example 8: Appeal for donations 1 No change  Ticking the box 
Example 9: Dealing with government 1 No change  Ticking the box 
Example 10: Explaining funding allocations 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 11: Wanting to talk to the CEO 2 No change  Closing the loop 
C 
Example 12: Workshops to repair dysfunctional 
relationships 
2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
D 
Example 13: Taverns and pokies 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 14: Designing a park 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 15: Talking to the media 1 No change  Ticking the box 
Example 16: Getting input early 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
2
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 Continued…  
E 
Example 17: Promotional items 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 18: Developing a style guide 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 19: Signage 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 20: Planning for new developments 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
F 
Example 21: Stakeholder complaint 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 22: Withdrawing from a course 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 23: Commending staff 1 No change  Ticking the box 
Example 24: Joining a course 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 25: Thanking sponsors 2 No change  Closing the loop 
G 
Example 26: Community reference group 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 27: Choosing artwork 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 28: Using the site 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
H 
Example 29: Community drop-in days 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 30: Talking to the MP 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 31: Information sessions 2 No change  Closing the loop 
K 
Example 32: Providing advice to clients 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 33: Talking to the media 1 No change  Ticking the box 
Example 34: Media talking to the organisation  2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 35: Giving feedback to senior staff 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
L 
Example 36: Designing the new building 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 37: Liaising with internal stakeholders 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 38: Liaising with community 2 No change  Closing the loop 
2
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Continued…   
M 
Example 39: Making contact with the community 1 No change  Ticking the box 
Example 40: Repairing relationships with 
stakeholders 
2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 41: Increasing enrolments 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 42: Improving internal relationships  2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 43: Choosing a photographer 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
N 
Example 44: Communicating with competition 
winners 
2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 45: Agreeing a strategy for a price change 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 46: Publicity for competition winners 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 47: Responding to the media 2 No change  Closing the loop 
O 
Example 48: Developing a community infrastructure 
plan - process OK but not liking the outcome 
2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 49: Developing a disability plan 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 50: Community workshop - getting people 
involved 
2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 51: People don’t want to be involved 1 No change  Ticking the box 
Example 52: Working with non-homogenous 
communities 
2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 53: People with agendas 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 54: Using different communication channels 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 55: Reconciling different points of view  2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
2
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P 
Example 56: Community as advocates 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 57: Sausage sizzle and heavy machinery 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 58: Dealing with complaints - two stories 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 59: Building a park 1 No change  Ticking the box 
R 
Example 60: Presenting an idea to the CEO 1 No change  Ticking the box 
Example 61: Filming on site 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 62: Working on a media release 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 63: Unpleasant dialogue with telemarketers 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 64: Third party endorsements 2 No change  Closing the loop 
S 
Example 65: Getting schools involved 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 66: Gathering data and identifying trends - 
brick plinth and purple sash 
2 Setting goals Co-creation 
Example 67: Respect for participants 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 68: Road closures 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 69: Making concessions for stakeholders  2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
T 
Example 70: Moving the car park 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 71: Unwanted development 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 72: Plans people don’t like 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 73: Getting the trucks in and out 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 74: Making promises you can’t keep 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 75: Change to the plans - marquee in the 
rain 
2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 76: Retirement funds - Black Forest Gateau 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 77: Powerful stakeholders  2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 78: Making issues go away 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 79: Finding out what people want 2 Change strategies/tactics Consultation  
Example 80: Explaining a done deal on high-rises 2 No change  Closing the loop 
Example 81: Not really consultation - development 
when there’s no room for variation 
2 No change  Closing the loop 
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